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Chapter One
 
“Son of a bitch!” Lincoln sucked on his wounded left hand. The wrench had slipped on him, and now his first two knuckles were scraped bloody.
And it was only 8:05 in the morning.
Motherfucking Mondays.
“You all right, chief?”
Lincoln turned to where his shop foreman, Buddy, was staring at him from over the top of another chopper he was working on, which sat on his workbench.
“Yeah, I’ll live.” He flexed his hand and headed across the shop, to where they kept the big first-aid kit. It wasn’t a bad injury—he’d had much, much worse over the years—but he didn’t want to risk it getting infected.
With the luck he was already having today—starting with walking out of his house that morning to discover he had a flat tire, and that his battery was dead in his truck because he’d stupidly left both map lights on somehow—he didn’t want to go for a hat-trick.
“Maybe you should use the gloves Avery got for you?” Buddy called after him, a smile in his voice.
Lincoln raised his right arm and flipped Buddy a bird without looking back, which earned him a deep belly laugh from his friend and head mechanic.
“Hey,” Buddy shot back, “wouldn’t do for the big-shot to show up at that shindig this weekend looking like he stuck his hands in a fucking blender.”
Lincoln grunted a noncommittal response so he wouldn’t have to admit Buddy was right.
Except he hated using gloves for fine work like this, because it made it nearly impossible to feel what he was doing. Yes, he used nitrile and protective gloves when he needed to, but this was an assembly, so it wasn’t filthy, and it wasn’t like he was trying to protect his hands from sharp edges, like working with sheet metal.
But he hadn’t expected his hand to slip with the wrench as he tightened a bolt that was in a slightly awkward place.
Fuck.
He scrubbed his hands clean in the sink next to the bench where the first-aid kit was mounted on the wall, dried them with paper towels, and then dug peroxide out of the kit. After running some of that over the skinned knuckles, and following that up with alcohol for added insurance, then he sprayed liquid bandage over them, blew that dry, then added a little more for good measure.
With that done, he put everything away in the first-aid kit…
And grabbed a pair of nitrile gloves to wear under the protective gloves he dug out of his toolbox.
Motherfucker.
He shot Buddy another glare as he stalked back to his bench—which made Buddy cackle—and got back to work. This was a custom build they would be unveiling in three weeks, and it needed to be done right. He’d just found his wrench, had the closed end fitted over the head of the offending bolt, and was about to try again when the shop’s intercom buzzed to life.
“Linc, phone call, line one,” Avery said. “And before you swear at me, it’s the network guy, Ryan Ausar, so yes, you have to take the call.” She closed the intercom link before he could respond over the two-way speaker system.
“Motherfucker.” He dropped the wrench onto his workbench and once again stalked across the shop. Hell, at this rate, it wouldn’t even take him an hour to make his Fitbit’s daily step count goal just from walking back and forth.
He stiff-armed the swinging door on his way into the front office area and didn’t even bother looking around as he headed for his personal office, where he kicked the door shut behind him. He hated being interrupted when he was working in the shop, especially on the tail-end of an important build like this, and Avery knew that. That’s why he left his cell phone on his desk. Anyone who needed to get hold of him for an emergency knew to call the office and have Avery give him a message.
Lincoln didn’t even bother pulling his gloves off. He dropped his six-four frame into his office chair and reached for the desk phone, where the button for line one was blinking. After lifting the receiver to his ear and propping it between his cheek and shoulder, he took a deep, slow breath and let it out before hitting the button.
“Lincoln Kirk.”
The only thing Lincoln really hated about dealing with the guy was how the man’s smooth British accent and green eyes made his cock stand up and tango. “Good morning, Lincoln. Ryan Ausar here. Terribly sorry to interrupt your day, but I wished to discuss the PR firm arrangements with you.”
Cradling his throbbing left hand against his chest, Lincoln leaned back in his chair, already hating this conversation. “Are you sure I need a PR firm? We already have an employee dedicated to our website and social media accounts. She’s doing a great job.” This was something he’d balked at ever since the man had first brought it up a few weeks ago.
“And I certainly don’t mean to disparage her skills in any way,” Ausar said. “She is obviously very talented to have built your reputation and social media presence the way she has. But the network wishes you to have a multi-pronged approach. As you start making personal appearances, and more televised interviews, we wish to ensure the branding is consistent across all platforms. Having someone used to dealing with our network will facilitate that. Your person, of course, will stay on, but she will work in conjunction with the PR team the network is paying for.”
Those last five magic words were what smoothed Lincoln’s hackles the most. “Obviously,” Ausar continued, “Opal knows you better than our team will, and she will play an important role in coordinating our approach to this. We will need her specialized knowledge, in fact, to make this a successful partnership.”
“Well, okay. Good. Because I’m not firing Opal.”
“We would never ask you to fire her. In fact, she seems to be a very charming woman. I’ve already told the producers I want to see footage of her, as well as of Avery, in the show. Any employees, of course, who wish to be part of the process.”
Lincoln relaxed even more. He still couldn’t believe this was happening, that gO! Network actually wanted to make a show based around him and his shop. It was exactly the kind of big break he’d longed for, and part of him still wondered if this was some sort of elaborate prank.
Except…it didn’t seem to be.
It also terrified the fuck out of him.
Fortunately, Ausar didn’t want to talk very long, and by the time Lincoln got off the phone with him, Linc would be hard-pressed to even tell anyone exactly what they talked about.
Except that someone from the PR company would be contacting him to arrange a face-to-face shortly, probably before the big cocktail party this coming Saturday in Miami. If not, Lincoln would definitely be meeting them at the cocktail party, which Ausar basically said without saying it that Linc’s attendance was not only mandatory, but that the dress code was formal.
Fuck.
He emerged from his office and walked over to Avery’s desk. “I have a job for you.”
She swiveled her chair and smirked up at him. “Do tell, boss man.”
He flipped her off. The only reason he let her get away with that shit was because she was like a second mom to him, despite her only being ten years older than his own thirty-four.
She was also his other best friend, next to Buddy, and had been his first employee. Well, and Avery’s husband, Tom.
“I need a damn tux. Before Friday. One that actually fits me.” He shrugged, rolling his broad shoulders for emphasis. “So however soon that needs to happen so that it…you know, happens.”
Her gaze dropped to his feet, to his work boots, then slowly scanned him until she met his gaze again. “How are we defining ‘tux,’ boss? Because are you talking black tie, or tails, or white tie, or what?”
He grumbled. “I don’t know. He just said formal dress.”
“He, who?”
“Ausar. The network guy. For the thing on Saturday in Miami. Why aren’t you guys going with me, again?”
She rolled her eyes at him. “Because we told you, doofus, you’re the pretty boy. Having people watching us do our normal jobs is different than getting gussied up for a party when nobody even knows who the heck we are.”
“Lucky me.”
“I’ll call Ausar back and clarify and get you an appointment to get fitted. You’ll probably have to drive down to Tampa, if I can’t find a decent place nearby.” She was already reaching for her phone.
“Whatever. Just handle it, please?” He headed back to the shop and winced when he flexed his left hand without thinking. His hands were sweating in the nitrile gloves, and he wanted to rip them off, but he needed to finish this part of the build first.
He was already nervous as fuck about this bike’s reveal. The tank and fenders were delivered by their paint guy on Friday and looked like absolute perfection. The powder coat came out gorgeous on the frame and other parts, the chrome was spotless, and he couldn’t wait for it all to go together. Dark, metallic greens and blues in a dragon theme. The fenders and tank were painted to look like dragon scales, and they’d made clawed feet that fit over the forks on the front wheel, and which had been chromed.
The profit wasn’t even the issue at this point, although, yes, they were making money on it. They’d clear ten grand once it was delivered.
More importantly, it would be part of a photoshoot for a custom bike magazine, and filmed for promos for the network.
How is this my life?
And a pretty damn good life it was turning out to be, too.
If only he wasn’t lonely as fuck.
 
* * * *
 
By three o’clock, Avery had made Lincoln an appointment at five with a formal wear rental place over in Spring Hill. Avery had already taken care of picking what style tux and shoes to rent for him from their website, but they needed to measure him. Fortunately, he could shower there at the shop, meaning he didn’t have to run home first to Ridge Manor and grab a shower before changing into shorts and a T-shirt and heading over to Spring Hill from their shop in Brooksville.
As he drove west on State Road 50 toward his appointment a little after four, he let his thoughts drift.
I can’t believe we’re actually going to have this kind of recognition.
It was totally worth the aggravation of being paraded around in a tux for a bunch of rich network people and other special VIPs in Miami this weekend. His wasn’t the only new show this special cocktail party would tout, but apparently his was the flagship show of the upcoming season. In four weeks, a full production crew would be showing up to shadow them full-time for several months. They’d already had several shorter filming sessions for promos, and another smaller film crew would be covering the unveiling of the dragon bike.
No, like hell would he ever fire Opal. Opal, Avery, and Buddy were the reason they’d landed this opportunity in the first place.
He’d just thought Opal had been screwing around with a video camera her brother had loaned her, shooting stuff for Instagram and Facebook.
She’d actually been filming him in the shop in secret for weeks, with Buddy and Avery’s help, before she spliced everything together and sent a demo tape to the network in response to an open call.
Next thing he knew, Ryan Ausar himself had shown up with a cameraman and a producer to talk to them in person and see the shop.
And now…
Now, not only was he—and the shop—going to make a lot of money from appearing on the show, but also from related marketing, merchandising and licensing deals, but it would also elevate their status in the bike world.
Opal’s brother, who was an independent filmmaker, had put Lincoln in touch with an attorney out of Sarasota who handled IP, trademark, and entertainment law, and had helped him ink a deal that meant they’d finally be able to expand the shop and add more mechanics. He already had those guys lined up, friends who’d worked with him part-time for several years.
He already had the land, too. The building he worked out of sat on three acres just east of Brooksville, and they currently only used half of the existing building. He’d only been able to re-roof the front half of the former warehouse building, and finish it so they could air-condition the office, showroom, and shop area, and not sweat their damn balls off in the summer.
The other half of the shop currently housed a bunch of old farm equipment that would be auctioned off in another month, now that probate was completed on the former owner’s estate. It’d been an easy five hundred a month in storage fees for him to bank just housing the equipment for a friend.
He’d deposited that money into savings every month to put toward the future renovation.
Before all this happened, he was happy just to be paying the bills, paying his employees, and still making enough to not only pay himself but also put a little bit into his savings every month.
I wonder if this would be enough to—
No.
He wasn’t going to emotionally scourge himself today. He’d actually done a pretty good job of not thinking about Him for a few days.
Still, there were days, like today, where Linc wanted to call Him up and ask Him if he was good enough to introduce him to His father now?
Or if He was still deep in the closet and denying the truth?
Or if putting Lincoln through the hell and heartache was worth it, in the end, and that He’d gone on to find happiness?
He hoped it had and was. Because Linc didn’t want to think that maybe he’d suffered all these years for nothing.
Because if he had?
Well, what a fucking waste, then.
 
Chapter Two
 
“It’s Friday morning. So, what are we doing this weekend?”
Brett didn’t look up from his computer, because he knew what he’d see—Jaylynn draped over the sofa in his office and giving him what he knew she considered her sexy pout.
He really didn’t fucking care.
“I don’t know yet, Jay. I told you that the past five times you’ve asked me this morning, and my answer hasn’t changed.” He scratched at his chin, at the goatee he’d grown out, along with a mustache—mostly to piss her off, because she’d indicated she hated the way it looked on him.
Hey, whatever advantage he could take, he’d take it.
Out of the corner of his eye, he was aware of her sitting up and saw that she now wore her dark scowl, the one that meant she was a few breaths from heading upstairs to whine to her father—and his—about him. “Well, you don’t have to be a bitch about it.”
Heavily sighing and not giving a shit if she heard him do it or not, he finally looked up at her.
Yep, those dark green eyes of hers, which were actually a muddy hazel when she didn’t have her colored contacts in, were trying to drill a hole through his balls.
“I’m not being a bitch. I’ve got a lot of work to do, Jay. I told you that. I don’t understand what you don’t understand. I don’t get to fuck around just because Dad’s the head of the company. I pull my weight. I thought you were assigned a new client this morning? Shouldn’t you be dealing with them?”
She wrinkled her nose at him and sniffed derisively. “I’ve got Adam working on it. I’m not a workaholic. Unlike some people, I know how to delegate. I don’t need to micro-manage my people the way you do.”
One of the bigger issues he had with her was her nonchalance when it came to work. Then again, she was spoiled rotten by her father—Brett’s father’s partner—and Brett had a strong work ethic drilled into him ever since he was a kid.
“I don’t micro-manage. I take pride in my work.”
“And you’re saying I don’t?”
“I’m not going to fight with you, Jay.” He refocused on his laptop, where he was pouring through Facebook ad metrics for one of his biggest clients.
“I don’t want to fight. I want to know why I feel like you’re ignoring me.”
“I’m not ignoring you. But I don’t have any plans for the weekend except to get caught up with work.”
She sniffed, the way she always did when she was trying to work on building up a good huff. “Well then, maybe I should make plans without you.”
“Do whatever you want to do this weekend.”
She stood, and he felt a second of relief…
Until she walked over to his desk and planted her hands on it, leaning in and towering over him and forcing him to look up at her.
“What’s going on with us, Brett?”
“What are you talking about?”
“You haven’t slept with me in nearly a month. I can barely get you to spend time with me. And you refuse to shave off that stupid fucking goatee that I hate. Are you fucking around on me?”
He sat back in his chair. “I am, as you said, Jay, a workaholic. I don’t appreciate you accusing me of cheating.” Blessed hope coursed through his veins. “If you don’t trust me, then let’s just end this right now and save us both a hassle, all right? I’m tired of justifying myself to you every time you become insecure because I’m actually doing my job.”
Her eyes widened as she drew back. “I-I didn’t mean I want to break up!”
His hope wilted. Fuck. There went his best chance to dump her without theatrics on her part. “Then understand that I’m not going to get any better at this.” He waved his hand, indicating the two of them. “If you don’t like me the way I am, now, I guarantee you won’t like me five or ten years from now. Seriously. We’ve had this conversation before. I’m not getting married, I don’t want kids, and I’m a workaholic.”
They’d actually had this same conversation countless times before in the two years they’d been “dating,” but Jaylynn was pretty big on the “convenient memory” thing.
She crossed her arms over her chest. “Mom keeps asking when we’re getting married.”
“Told you, I’m not getting married.” He sat up and refocused on his laptop. “Not happening. Again, that’s another point that you need to decide if you can live with. I’ve never lied to you about that.”
“What’s wrong with getting married?”
“You mean besides losing your ass in a divorce? Nothing, I suppose, if a person wants to do it. I don’t.”
“Why won’t you even let me keep a few changes of clothes at your place?”
He slapped his laptop closed harder than he meant to, making her jump. “Stop. Now.” Normally, he didn’t go Dom on her, because she wasn’t the slightest bit kinky. She made vanilla look like dark chocolate. “I think, in fact, this is a good time for us to end things, while we’re still able to be civil to each other and act professional around each other at work.”
Shit. Now her eyes widened again, tears imminent. “What’s so horrible about me you can’t open up to me? I’ve spent the past two years with you!”
Not this time.
He was done coddling her.
“One more time for the crowd in back—I was perfectly clear when we started dating that I’m never getting married, I do not want children, and I have no desire to have someone move in with me. I told you if that was your ultimate goal that it was a deal-breaker for me, and to move on to someone else.”
“That’s not normal! You won’t even take a key to my place, or give me one to yours!”
He stood. “It’s who I am, and—” He was interrupted by a knock on his office door, which started to open. He was about to yell at whoever it was when he realized it was his father.
“Hey—oh. Sorry, Jaylynn. Listen, I need to talk to Brett for a minute.”
She started to flounce. “That’s all right. We can finish this later.”
“No, we can’t,” Brett said. “I mean it, Jay. We’re done. As Dad is my witness, I am breaking up with you. Now.”
His dad pulled up short as Jaylynn turned on Brett. “We’ll discuss this later,” she insisted.
“There isn’t a later. I am breaking up with you. Period.” And this was exactly why he didn’t want to have her bring so much as a goddamned toothbrush over to his place.
She stormed out of his office, and the only reason she didn’t slam the door behind her was the pneumatic arm closer.
His dad watched her leave, frowning as he turned back to Brett. “What’s going on?”
“Something I should have done a long time ago.”
“Why won’t you get more serious with her?”
Brett ran his hands through his hair and sat again, hoping he could get rid of his father fast. “What did you want, Dad?”
“No, I want to talk about this.” He sat in one of the chairs in front of Brett’s desk, making Brett silently groan. It didn’t matter that Brett was now thirty-three—Darren Tillman still intimidated him, and not just because he was six-five and Brett was only five-eleven.
But because he was Darren Tillman, a take-no-prisoners kind of guy, and who’d spent all of Brett’s life drilling into him how he expected Brett to take after him.
Especially after Brett’s mom died, which had of course hit both of them hard, but seemed to…kill something inside his father. What softer edges there had been to his personality vanished as he buried himself in work.
“I’m not discussing my love life with you, Dad.”
“You don’t discuss anything with me that doesn’t involve work, Son. Besides, you just used me as a witness to break up with her, so I think you at least owe me an explanation.”
“This has been a long time coming, believe me. Please tell me what you came in here for, or let me get back to work.”
His father slowly shook his head at him. “You need to pack. Formal. You’re heading to Miami. There’s a gO! Network VIP cocktail party tomorrow night. You’re being assigned as head of promotions to one of their new shows, to run all their campaigns and come up with the branding, titles, logos, all of that. The people the show will follow have their own social media person, but you’re going to coordinate everything else for the network.”
At least Miami wasn’t anywhere near Sarasota. That was somewhere he hadn’t returned to in…years. Not since he left for Harvard Business School—at his father’s insistence—after graduating from USF.
His father had actually moved up to the DC area after Brett turned eighteen and could live alone in the Sarasota house while going to USF. His father had moved his offices to the DC area, where he formed a partnership with Jaylynn’s father, an old college buddy of his.
But once Brett had left for grad school, his father had sold the house in Sarasota, and Brett hadn’t returned.
There were too many sad memories in Sarasota.
His mom’s death, for starters. And then…
Brett swallowed hard. “Me? Why me?”
“Ed’s wife went into labor this morning.”
“She’s not due until next month.”
“Exactly. And they have three little kids at home. It’s now your account. When I talked to Ryan Ausar a little bit ago and told him we’d be shuffling personnel, he personally requested I assign you when he found out you were available.”
Brett digested that. “I didn’t know the guy even knew who I was.” Their company did a lot of work for the network, but usually Brett handled other companies with more traditional branding needs.
“He remembers the campaign you helped come up with for that ghost hunting show of theirs.”
That news shifted Brett’s brain into a totally new gear. “Wow. Okay. Sure. I can do that. I’ll need to hand off a few projects.”
“I know. That’s why I’m telling you now. You fly out at seven tonight. We’ve already changed the airline reservation and hotel booking. The party’s at the same hotel. Have you flying home on Monday morning, and you’ll have a week or so to hand stuff off on this end before you fly out again to work with the company in person. They start filming in four weeks, but they have a product reveal they’re doing in the next couple of weeks. Ausar wants you involved in the process from the start.”
“How soon can Ed hand everything off to me?”
“There’s nothing to hand off, just the preliminary info packet the network sent him. I’m not calling him and bugging him for that right now. He’s got enough on his plate. Ausar said they’ll get you the info by tomorrow afternoon, so you’ll have time to review it before the party tomorrow night. You’ll also have a packet awaiting you when you check in at the hotel. It’ll contain all the info and credentials for the party.”
“Okay. Cool. I’ll get busy, then.”
But Brett knew his dad wasn’t finished. He continued to stare at him for a long moment. “Pete and I keep hoping you’ll marry her. I could have travel buy her a ticket, too. Maybe take her with you and maybe see if you guys can work things out? I’m sure Ausar would include a plus-one for you.”
Brett glared at him.
His dad held his hands up in front of him. “Okay, okay, sheesh. Forgive me for wanting you to have an actual goddamned life outside of this fucking office.”
“You spent my entire life telling me how you wanted me to take over for you when you retire. Congratulations—I’m working my ass off so I can do just that. Are we done here?”
His dad settled in the chair. “I think breaking up with her when you have two years invested in her is sort of…rash, huh?”
“Dad, I’m not into her.”
His dad stared at him for a long moment. “Well, please tell me you haven’t been cheating on her, because—”
“No! The only reason I started dating her in the first place is because you and Pete wouldn’t leave me the hell alone about it. And the only reason I haven’t broken up with her before now is because she opens the floodgates and makes me feel guilty every time I’ve tried to break up with her in the past. I’ve never lied to her that I have no interest in a family or marriage. If she’s chosen to delude herself into thinking she can change me or how I feel, that’s all on her, not me.
“Besides, you and I both know the only reason she still has a job here is because of Pete being her dad. You and I both would’ve fired her a couple of months after she started, otherwise. But Pete’s your buddy, so it really doesn’t matter what the hell I say, does it?”
“Wow.” His dad slowly shook his head at him. “Well, forgive me for thinking a nice, beautiful girl like her would be great for you. Have a couple of kids. Create a lasting legacy for our family.”
Brett’s jaw nearly dropped as he processed that statement. Where was the bastard taskmaster who’d ridden his ass through high school and college to get the highest grades possible, then rode him like a rented pack mule when he’d first started working there—low rung on the ladder, thank you very much—while forcing him to earn every fucking promotion he’d ever received?
“I don’t understand why everyone can’t respect my decisions, here,” Brett finally said. “Why is it when people tease me about getting married and starting a family that they can’t believe me when I say that’s not what I want? I like knowing I can go home to an empty apartment and relax. I like being alone! I like not having to clean up a hurricane after a family comes home from school. I don’t feel a need to have kids simply to fulfill some biological mandate. My ideal relationship is someone with their own place, close to me, maybe in the same building, but who treasures their space and privacy as much as I treasure mine.”
Or, barring that, someone who has a penis.
But he didn’t say that last part aloud.
He didn’t dare.
Because if he did, he’d have to admit what a liar he was.
Admit how lonely he was.
How he’d love to have the right person to share his life and space with.
But that they’d have to be a guy.
And that, over ten years later, he was still nursing a broken heart for a man who probably hated his guts now, and rightfully so.
Besides that, his dad would immediately disown him, and his father was the only family he had left.
“Fine, fine.” His dad stood. “Call Ellen, and she’ll give you the travel details, if they’re not in your e-mail already. We booked a car service for the trip from the airport and back.”
“Thank you.” Brett was already dropping back into work mode when he realized his father wasn’t leaving. “What, Dad?”
“I feel guilty, Brett,” he softly said.
“Why?”
“Because I feel like I set a bad example for you. After your mom died, I buried myself in work because I hurt. You don’t need to escape reality the way I did, Son. I know I was hard on you, but you’ve hit the cruise-control point in your career now. Don’t let life pass you by just because I didn’t know how to properly work through my grief.” He finally let himself out of the office.
Brett leaned back again and rubbed at his eyes.
No, Dad, you set a fantastic example. That’s exactly how I’m dealing with my grief.
 
Chapter Three
 
Avery let out a low whistle as Lincoln turned from the mirrors. He’d insisted on her coming with him to the formal wear shop to give her final approval.
Not that there’d be much time to do anything about it if it wasn’t right, with the damn party being tomorrow night.
“Is that good?” he asked.
She already had her phone out and was snapping pics of him. “Damn right it’s good, buddy. Wait until Opal gets these posted. Turn around.”
He did, pausing as he looked in the mirrors. “I feel ridiculous in this thing.”
“Keep turning.”
He finally did, ending up facing her again. “Do I pass inspection? I hope?”
The clerk was the same woman who’d taken his measurements. She smiled. “You have an excellent eye for style, Avery. You picked the perfect cut for him.”
Avery lowered her phone. “He’s got those gorgeously broad shoulders, and that sinfully tight ass.”
Linc glared at Avery. “I’m standing right here.”
“Yes, he does,” the clerk said. “I had to double-check my measurements when I took them, and again when I put the order in. We had the pants to fit him, but I needed to order a jacket.”
“Can you get me a price on buying it outright for him?”
He planted his hands on his hips. “Again, I’m standing right here.”
“Don’t scowl, honey,” Avery playfully chided. “You’ll give yourself lines.”
He rolled his eyes and turned back to the mirrors as he fussed with the bowtie. “I hope I can remember how to tie this damn thing.”
“I sent you the YouTube video link. You’ll be fine. You’ve learned how to do far more complex things with far less guidance. I have faith in you.”
“And once your event gets going,” the clerk said, “and things have loosened up, just take the tie off and unbutton the top one or two buttons.”
“I might do that anyway.” He adjusted the bowtie, tugging on the ends. They’d worked with him, made him do it three times, and he still wasn’t sure he’d remember how.
It made him uncomfortable to wear regular ties, anyway, and this was even more so.
Because it reminded him too damn much of something else.
Someone else.
Of the sensation of a hand closing around the front of his throat, or the way a certain someone sometimes tied a rope around his neck.
Of a life he couldn’t have.
Of dreams shattered, and chasing a ghost.
He untied the knot and pulled it off, not wanting to be over-washed by memories right here, in front of others.
“I guess we’re good then,” he said as he started unbuttoning the shirt. “Is this something I’d be able to wear to other formal events?”
“Sure,” the clerk said. “Unless it’s something that specifically says white tie and tails. This is a very popular style of jacket, very classy and stylish, but not one that will go out of fashion anytime soon.”
“Then I guess I’ll go ahead and buy it, instead of renting it. And the shoes. And the extra shirt.” He didn’t want to know how much they cost because it’d knot his stomach. If it was too expensive, Avery would have already spoken up and put the kibosh on it.
“I’ll ring it up for you.”
“Here,” Avery said, going for her purse. “Put it on the business card.” She handed it to the clerk, who left the fitting area to ring it up. “We’ll call it a business expense, since, technically, it is. I know I damn sure won’t be able to get you into it for anything short of one of my kids’ weddings, if it’s not work-related.”
Avery walked over to him and took the bowtie from him while he shrugged off the jacket. “Too bad you don’t have a plus-one to take, hon.”
“Ausar didn’t say I could bring someone.”
“Did you even ask?” She took the jacket from him and hung it up.
“No, because I don’t have anyone to take with me, anyway.” He passed her the shirt and pulled his own T-shirt back on. “I’m not going to subject someone I’m just friends with to this. I’m going to be a nervous fucking wreck, anyway. I’d rather not have someone with me thinking they have to try to fix things for me. I’ll be okay.”
She gave him what he thought of as her “mom” look. “You haven’t tried to date since Hooper. What was wrong with him, anyway? He was cute, smart, and funny.”
“He’s okay, but not—”
Dominant. A sadist. Toppy enough.
“—really my type for more than just friends.” He toed off the shoes and pulled the socks off.
“Well, after the show airs, you’ll likely have women falling out of your asshole. Good luck wading through them to find a cute guy.” She grinned as he shot her an irritated look. “What? Pun totally intended, babe.”
“I’d rather focus on work for now. The show is going to bring a huge influx of business for us, and there’s the shop renovation, too.” He stepped back into the changing room to remove the slacks and don his shorts. She took the slacks from him when he emerged.
“All work and no play makes Linc a real bastard when he gets cranky,” she said. “Like, an I want to smack you around kind of  cranky asshole.”
If only she knew.
That was one thing about himself Avery didn’t know, though. Despite her being his best friend, that was still something he’d never confided to her. “I’ll try not to be a cranky asshole. I was thinking about hitting Croom before it gets too dark.”
Her eyes widened. “Tonight?” Disbelief filled her tone.
“Yeah.”
“Uh, no. I’m going to overrule you, honey. You need to get on the road to Miami.”
“It’ll only take me a few hours to drive there. I can take an hour to ride over to the park.”
“Yeah, and with traffic and stuff, it’ll be a pain through Tampa and down in Miami. Besides, last thing I need is to get a phone call from county EMS asking to meet you at the hospital tonight because you broke something riding your damned dirt bike in that fucking park. No.”
“You just hate the park.”
“Damn right I do.” She shuddered. “That house creeps me the fuck out. Especially after what happened there a couple of years ago.”
“I love riding in there. Hey, if it wasn’t for that park, I might never have ended up in Brooksville, and we’d never have met.” He smiled. “Admit it—life’s more interesting with me in it.”
She poked his shoulder. “That’s true, but there’s also an ancient Chinese curse that goes something like, ‘May you live in interesting times.’”
“Then I guess that’s come true,” he said. “Nothing more interesting than being picked to have a TV show made about your work, right?” He grinned.
She poked him again. “Asshole.” She finished tucking everything into the garment bag they were giving him, too, and zipped it up. Then she handed it to him. “There. It better not leave your damn truck before you get to Miami. I don’t want to hear some bullshit that you forgot it here. Remember—there will be pictures. I see pics of you wearing jeans, or even khakis, I will beat you in a bad way when you get back.”
“Yes, Mom.”
The clerk returned with a clipboard, the card, and a receipt for Avery to sign. Lincoln couldn’t do this without Avery, and he damn well knew it.
He hadn’t been able to pay her very well, at first, but he’d gone out of his way to fix up the office, baby-proof it, so she could bring her two young kids to work with her every day. That’d not only saved her and her husband a huge chunk of change every month, it’d allowed them to get ahead on their bills and buy a home. The whole reason she’d come to work for Lincoln was to help pay for their daycare, because the part-time job she’d had working at a convenience store in the evenings had her husband worried about her safety, and they couldn’t afford for her not to work.
Now, her kids had both started elementary school, and Lincoln was able to pay her more money because of their increased business. It was a win all around. Plus he counted Tom, Avery’s husband, as another good friend.
Once they were in his truck and heading back to the shop, she spoke her mind. “Maybe you’ll meet someone at the party you can get your freak on with.”
He sighed. “This is a work thing. I don’t care that it’s a cocktail party, I’ll be nervous enough as it is. I don’t need to add fumbling idiot to my list of personal failings.”
“Just don’t get shit-faced.”
“Oh, I’m not even going to drink. I’m sticking to soda or tea.”
“Excellent.” She tipped her head as she looked at him. “Do you have any idea how proud of you we all are?”
Heat entered his cheeks. “Why?”
“You. This. Everything. You’re talented, you’re humble, and you’re a genuinely nice guy. We enjoy working for you. All of us do. And it’s only going to get bigger and better from here on out.”
Having that kind of faith placed in him vaguely terrified him. “I hope I don’t fuck this up,” he said.
“You won’t. Just be yourself. Lincoln Kirk is a great guy, and I’m proud to be his friend. There’s no need to create some sort of fake persona. Just do you.” She reached across the seat and poked him in the arm. “And do not go riding tonight. Get moving and go to Miami. Settle into your room tonight, have a drink or two, walk on the beach. Tomorrow night, you’re going to kill it, and then the rest of your life starts.”
He sighed. “I wish I felt a fraction as confident as you do.”
 
* * * *
 
Ninety minutes later, Lincoln was heading south on I-75.
With the garment bag in the backseat of his truck.
He hadn’t taken a road trip like this in a while, and despite his nerves, he had to admit this portion of the weekend would be welcomed. He could zone out, let his mind drift, and think about his next pet project.
The network producer wanted some sort of long-term project for each season that they would follow along with, which actually wasn’t a stretch for him. He loved creating concept bikes, something to work on in his spare time, until he had something finished that he could take to a bike show, usually netting himself some nice change in the process.
With zombies being a huge deal right now, he was seriously considering something along those lines, maybe with various zombie-killing implements incorporated into the design.
Hmm.
Unfortunately, when he approached the Sarasota exits, his mind turned in a different direction. To a time when he’d been known as Kodie, his first name, instead of Lincoln, his middle name.
To his parents’ divorce, and what basically amounted to the subsequent abandonment of him by both of them. Might as well have been abandoned, because it would have emotionally hurt a lot less.
Then, to lose Him on top of that…
Knowing it would gut him, he took the Clark Road exit and headed west, wondering at how things had changed in the past ten years, and what had remained the same. He hadn’t been this far south in a while, because both his parents lived closer to Bradenton, on the north end of Sarasota.
Still, he remembered every turn by heart, the drive forever embedded in his soul.
With Brett’s father increasingly gone on business, the boy known as Kodie had been able to spend more and more nights there with Brett, where the two of them had figured out a lot of stuff between them.
The old and unrelenting sting that Brett had given in to his father’s demand that he go to Harvard Business School, the way he had, when Brett was accepted there after graduating from USF.
Actually, it’d been twelve years since he’d last seen Brett, now that Linc tallied the time. He’d been twenty-two, and Brett was just a few months younger than him and twenty-one.
He didn’t dare look Brett up on Facebook. In fact, the only reason Linc had a Facebook account was to be an admin on the shop’s Facebook page, and the page that Opal had set up for him personally. As far as his profile, he only had the people he worked with and a couple of close friends in real life friended on the site.
He never searched for Brett, because he didn’t want to see what he was up to.
Who he was with.
Most likely he’d settled for some woman and sired a couple of babies to make his dad happy. Darren Tillman never really had liked Linc, he could tell. He’d looked down his snoot at him because his parents had divorced, as if being a widower made him socially superior, in addition to his financial superiority.
Maybe Avery’s right. Maybe I should call Hooper and see if he wants to go out. Give him another chance.
It wasn’t like he’d come right out and told Hooper he wanted the man to be toppy. Although, that pretty much summed up why he’d kind of drifted apart from the guy. They’d never really been “officially” a thing, more a long-term friends-with-bennies kind of arrangement. Then, when Linc got really busy at the shop with work, and then the TV show, he’d kept putting off getting together with Hooper.
Next thing he knew, three months had passed, and Linc hadn’t missed him. Not really.
And Hooper was the last in a relatively short string of guys he’d tried to date.
Ironically, there was now a BDSM club in Sarasota, although Linc had never been to it. He wasn’t sure he wanted to risk running into anyone he might have known back in high school.
He slowed as he pulled up in front of Brett’s old house. It’d been painted at some point, and the stucco was now a light fern green instead of beige.
Linc still remembered how the front door echoed when it slammed shut behind him that last time, when he’d run out in tears after their final good-bye.
How Brett had cried, too.
How with Brett’s father gone, they’d been able to stay naked and swim, play around however they wanted. The games they’d started in high school had morphed into something deeper and more formal.
Linc would have done anything Brett asked of him, followed him anywhere.
Except Brett had been too afraid of pissing off his old man.
No matter how many times Linc had told Brett he didn’t care if they were broke, as long as they were together, or that he’d take care of Brett, fear and guilt had still won out and Brett left.
He blinked back tears and pulled away, now wishing he hadn’t stopped by.
Sometimes, not only couldn’t you go home, there were damn good reasons why you shouldn’t.
Heartache being one of them.
It wasn’t like he’d ever see the man again. Unless Brett happened to catch him on TV.
Wouldn’t that be a shocker?
He grimly smiled to himself as he headed back toward I-75 to resume his southerly trek.
Yes, he’d never admit it, but the final reason he’d agreed to do the show was in some pitiful hope that, maybe, Brett would see it, see that he was single.
Maybe Brett would be at a place in his life now where he’d finally feel safe enough to come out, and they could…
He sighed.
Well, stranger shit had happened. There was an old house in the middle of Croom where people had died which proved that true.
And he’d never admit to Avery that the last time he’d gone riding there near dark, he’d paused for a moment when he’d spotted what looked like a young woman walking across the trail, just to watch as a bird flew right through her before she disappeared.
 
Chapter Four
 
Saturday morning, Brett sighed as he stared out at the Miami skyline. Still nothing in his e-mail from the network about the show he was working on, and like hell would he bug Ed about it.
There was dedication to the job, and then there was just plain doucheyness.
Brett refused to cross that line.
Being in Florida always brought back memories, and it didn’t help that the Atlantic reminded him a lot of the Gulf, which triggered even more memories.
Of his boy, of the boys they’d both been back then.
Of the cowardly way he’d given in to his father’s demands.
Mom wouldn’t have let him push me into it.
But then again, if his mom had been alive, his father using her death as a kind of guilt-laden leverage to get Brett to follow in his footsteps wouldn’t have happened, either.
That he’d be so proud if Brett attended his old alma mater. That he could afford to send him there, and it was the only business school he wanted his only son attending, and, besides, it was closer to DC, right? They’d be able to see each other more often.
Riiiight.
Not that the workaholic Darren Tillman had managed to make more time for his son.
I hope he found someone who loves him the way he deserves to be loved.
Which was a damned lie.
While he wanted his boy to have comfort and love and a sweet life, he knew if he ever met his boy’s husband, he’d want to rip the guy’s head off and shit down his neck for daring to touch the boy he’d first claimed.
A man who still owned Brett’s heart, even if he’d never know it.
Again, moot, because he was pretty sure Kodie would hate his guts. Probably never even thought about him. Which, yes, altruistically was what Brett hoped.
Even if he still dreamed about Kodie practically every night, and wished they could see each other again.
That if he ever had another chance with the man, he’d unapologetically take it, fuck what his father wanted.
After more than a decade on his father’s treadmill, he was close to done. Life wasn’t worth living like this.
Damn sure wasn’t going to spend it with Jaylynn. Besides, he was wise to her little tricks, trying to talk him into not using condoms because she was on the pill.
Fuck that noise. That, more than anything else, had been the final deciding factor for him to stop sleeping with her. He’d probably have figured out ways to mask his ever-waning libido with her, but he wasn’t letting her trap him into getting her pregnant.
Which he knew damn well her own mother told her to try, because Darren Tillman wanted grandkids, dammit.
Hot news flash—he wasn’t ever getting any.
The knock on his door pulled his attention from the window, and he answered it to find his room service breakfast delivery. He took it to the table and stared out at the skyline as he ate, alone.
He’d thought about going downstairs and exploring the area, maybe eating in a restaurant, but then he’d started thinking about Kodie, and the usual depression set in.
Now with his boy on his mind, all he wanted to do was sit there and think about him, stare at the copies of pictures of him that he kept on his phone.
Instead, he lay in bed and watched TV, masturbated, and sent all four of Jaylynn’s phone calls to voice mail, but she didn’t leave a message. All while checking his e-mail to see if the network’s information packet had arrived yet.
Finally, that happened about five o’clock, after he’d taken a shower and shaved and was starting to get dressed. It didn’t leave him much time to prep himself on the show—meaning little time at all. The show was called Brooksville Bikes and followed a small custom motorcycle shop and its owner and chief mechanic and bike designer.
There were a few pictures of the shop, but scant information on the head guy, who wasn’t even named. Not even a picture of him.
How am I supposed to do my job if they don’t give me more than this to go on?
He tried go on Facebook and look up the shop’s page, but he was having trouble accessing it through the hotel’s Wi-Fi, and running out of time to get downstairs for the party. It was actually a dinner and a party, with a presentation about the network’s new shows in between, finishing off with the cocktail party and dessert bar.
Fuck it. He could fake it as well as the next guy. Maybe his Wi-Fi would be better downstairs and allow him to do more research.
Or I could just ask Ausar.
Now there was a guy he wouldn’t mind doing. Sexy green eyes and a British accent, he struck Brett as the kind of guy who looked harmless enough but was probably a freak in the sack.
Then again, he hadn’t done any guys since Kodie.
Hadn’t had the heart to, despite attempting to date a few times.
Thus, he’d stuck to women, fantasizing about Kodie if he ended up sleeping with them.
Always Kodie.
Which was why he could never bring himself to sleep with another guy.
 
* * * *
 
Once Brett was dressed in his tux and ready to head downstairs, he texted Ryan Ausar.
 
Do you have a couple of minutes to talk real fast before this starts?
 
He wasn’t expecting such a swift reply.
 
Certainly. I’m in room 604.
 
Which was a shocker, because he was in room 625.
 
I’ll be right over—we’re on the same floor.
 
A moment later, he was knocking on the door, and Ausar opened it with a smile. “There you are. Did they send you the information?”
“Well, that’s what I wanted to talk about. It’s…lacking in details.” He glanced around at the room, which literally looked untouched since housekeeping had made it up. “Wow. You go for minimalism, huh? I bring nothing more than a garment bag and a carryon, and it looks like a suitcase exploded in my room.”
Ausar smiled. “I like to keep things tidy. Now, how is the information lacking?”
Brett was having a difficult time concentrating on what Ausar said, because the guy looked fucking a-MAY-zing in a tux.
“Oh. Well, for starters, I don’t even know the guy’s name, or have a picture of him to go by. Kind of important I know who the client is before I meet him, right?”
“My apologies. I think you’ll enjoy Linc, charming man, quite skilled.”
“Link?”
“With a C. Short for Lincoln.” For some reason, that rang a bell with him, but then Ausar glanced at a wristwatch Brett would’ve swore wasn’t on the man’s wrist when he answered the door a moment ago. “My dear, look at the time. Let’s get downstairs, and I’ll find him and introduce you to him properly, hmm?”
“Uh, sure. That’ll work.”
Brett bit back his frustration at not having more info on the guy beforehand. He hated getting caught flat-footed like this, although the excuse that he was coming to the project late—and why—worked in his favor. Who could be pissed off that a guy’s wife went into premature labor?
 
* * * *
 
“Does it look okay?” Linc held the phone up to the full-length mirror to allow Avery to see his reflection in the FaceTime window.
“You look great, dude. Knock ’em dead down there.”
“What about my tie?” He leaned close to the mirror so she could see it in the phone.
“It’s fine. Stop stressing. Did you put on deodorant?”
“If you could smell me, you wouldn’t be asking that. I used about half a stick.”
“You didn’t put any body spray on or anything like that, did you?”
He shot her a glare. “When have I ever used that crap?”
“Just asking. You’re good to go, honey. Seriously. Take a deep breath, don’t forget to breathe, and stick to tea and soda. You’ll slay.”
“I wish you and the others were here with me. The show’s about you all as much as it is about me.”
“Bullshit, it is. It’s about you and the stuff you create, and that’s the way it should be. Tonight’s about you, just like the other shows, they’ll only have the main person there. Go on and get some food in your stomach, and try to have fun. This is the start of something huge. Something good.”
“Thanks.”
Once the call ended, he studied his reflection in the mirror again, then snapped a couple of selfies, the way Opal had chastised him to do. He was supposed to get a few “candid” photos, including selfies, that she could post to his social media accounts.
Then he grabbed his name badge for the event, which would get him in, along with the wristband that would allow him unlimited access to food and beverages as one of the network’s VIPs.
Here we go.
He had to wait for the elevator, because his room was up on the fourteenth floor.
Start of something huge. Something good.
He tried to keep Avery’s words in his mind as he rode downstairs and made his way through the lobby and over to the hotel’s conference and ballroom area. A woman with a tablet verified his name badge by scanning a barcode on the back of it that he hadn’t even realized was there, before she smiled.
“Thank you, Mr. Kirk. Ryan Ausar said to please find him in the Osprey Room. He’s awaiting you there.”
“Thanks.” Meanwhile, he tried not to get tongue-tied when he spotted a group of men, along with a woman, who he recognized from the network’s Otherworlds ghost-hunting show.
Holy crap!
Unable to help himself, and feeling like a damn idiot, he hurried up to them while they were gathered around the woman, Kal, who was the show’s producer, as well as married to Will Hellenboek, the star of the show. They were all looking at a program of the evening’s events. He’d received one, too, in his check-in package, but he’d forgotten it up in his room.
“Um, hi. I’m so sorry, but I love your show! Can I get a quick selfie with y’all?”
They all exchanged what he would have labelled a knowing smirk, if he really knew them. “Sure,” Kal said with a smile. “We’d be happy to. Kodie, isn’t it? Ryan told us about your show. Our production team will be working with you a lot.”
He blushed that she actually knew his name! “Um, yeah, but I go by Lincoln, my middle name. Linc. I’ve been watching y’all ever since season one. I can’t believe I’m going to be in a TV show, much less on the same network with you!”
“Believe it,” Will said, smiling. “And try to enjoy it. Ryan’s usually an angel to work for.”
Linc wasn’t sure why they all chuckled, but he didn’t get the impression it was at his expense. After a series of selfies with all of them, he was glancing through the pictures when he realized he was supposed to be meeting Ryan Ausar in one of the rooms, and hurried down the corridor to find it.
He located the room after a few minutes, but it was full of people and he nearly turned around and bolted for the door. He wasn’t used to this.
At all.
Easing his way around the periphery, he tried to spot the man and didn’t. Just when he was seriously about to give up, he heard the man speak behind him.
“Ah, there he is. Lincoln, I’d like to introduce you to someone.”
He turned and froze as his gaze locked with someone he never seriously expected to see again in his life.
Holy shit.
Despite the years, and the sexy-as-fuck goatee and mustache the man wore, he’d know Him anywhere. Those intense brown eyes, the dark blond hair that was almost brown and just a shade or two lighter than his own short, light brown hair.
He’d spent countless hours worshipping the man’s body, kneeling at his feet, and taking his pain. How could he not know Him?
“Hey, Kode,” Brett softly said.
 
* * * *
 
Brett was torn between wanting to laugh and wanting to cry. When they’d approached the guy from behind, he’d thought okay, gorgeous guy to look at, definitely. Huge, broad shoulders tapering down to what looked like a nice, tight ass.
Then the man had turned around, and Brett realized this guy who now towered a good five inches over him was his boy.
His.
Ryan cocked his head as he studied them. “Ah, do you know each other, then?”
A server walked up to them with a tray full of wine goblets, and Brett watched as Kodie grabbed one and downed half of it in two gulps.
“We do,” Brett said, not wanting to commit to more than that, since he possessed no knowledge of the situation beyond the basics.
Hell, he didn’t even know if Kodie was single or not, or if he was out to the network guy.
“Excellent,” Ryan said. “Then I’ll leave you two to it. Oh, and I meant to tell both of you, there’s been a scheduling change. Sorry about the short notice, but we’re going to have a production crew up in Brooksville starting on Monday afternoon, and running through next week, and I want them to film some B-roll footage of the shop this coming week, along with shots of the bike in progress.”
“Monday?” both of them asked in unison, but then Brett took over while Kodie finished emptying his wine glass and waved down that server for another.
“We can do that,” Brett said. “No problem.”
Kodie finally nodded, once he had a replacement wine in hand.
“Wonderful. I’ll check in with you later.” Ausar headed off to go talk to someone else, leaving Kodie glaring at Brett.
And so much for Brett even being able to drink tonight to help him through this. He wouldn’t leave Kodie spinning in the wind when he sensed this was hitting his boy as hard as it was hitting him.
He didn’t even know what to say to Kodie.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered, but that drew a sullen glare from Kodie.
“You have no idea what I’ve been through,” Kodie finally said, glancing around and keeping his voice down.
“I can work with you, Kode, but I need to know if you can work with me.”
“For starters, I go by Lincoln, or Linc.” Then he frowned. “I don’t go by Kodie anymore, or Kode. I wonder how she knew that, anyway.”
“What? Who knew what?”
“Never mind.” Kodie took another swallow of wine. “Ryan Ausar told me on Monday he was bringing in PR. Why didn’t you contact me before now? Wanted some big reveal?” The sharp bitterness in his tone sliced through Brett.
“I’m sorry. I really didn’t know it was you specifically before now. I was brought in at the last minute when our other guy had to take emergency family leave. No one told me it was you, or believe me, I would have.”
They called for people to start moving into another room for the buffet. “Let’s go get something to eat, huh?” He started to reach for Kodie’s elbow, but the man jerked away.
Brett struggled not to drag him out of the room, upstairs, and into his room.
Where they’d be alone and he could apologize.
And then kiss him.
And…more.
A lot more.
“Please, after we’re done here tonight, let’s go upstairs and talk. Alone.”
“I’m not promising you anything,” Kodie said.
“Fair enough, but you didn’t answer my question—can you work with me? Ryan Ausar specifically asked me to take over this project once it had to be handed off.”
He held his breath until Kodie nodded. “Yeah, fine. Whatever.”
Dammit.
He desperately wanted to spank that attitude out of him, and then lick every mark on his ass and soothe the pain away.
I have got to be careful.
He also needed to get some food into Kodie before the alcohol hit him too hard. Meanwhile, he needed to distract him while they stood in line for the buffet. “How’d you get into motorcycles?”
He wasn’t sure Kodie was going to answer him at first. “Friend of mine was into motorbikes. Took me up to Croom one weekend and we rode. I really loved it, but couldn’t afford to do it on my own. I ended up working for a guy in Sarasota who worked on dirt bikes, quads, ATVs, and some motorcycles. Then, later, met a guy up in Brooksville, who had a motorcycle shop and needed help. I moved there, which put me near the park. Opened my own shop when that guy ended up retiring.”
“What is Croom?”
“Motorcycle park in a state forest. Corner of 75 and State Road 50, just outside Brooksville. I have a place a few minutes from there. North of Tampa.”
Brett said what he felt, not really thinking it through first. “I’m proud of you.”
Storm clouds filled Kodie’s expression. “Not looking for your approval. I don’t need it. Not like some people need approval, I guess.”
He deserved that shot, and he knew it. “Sorry.”
Kodie finished his wine. “Hope it was worth it,” he muttered.
“What?”
“Nothing.” But the challenge that flashed through his eyes as he met and held Brett’s gaze, briefly, before looking away, made Brett’s cock throb.
I’m sooooo fucked.
 
Chapter Five
 
By nine, despite the shindig barely starting to kick it into second gear by Miami party-scene standards, Brett knew Kodie was done.
Lincoln, he reminded himself.
The guy had already pounded back several drinks, during and after dinner, while Brett watched from a safe distance, but still close enough to listen to him and keep an eye on him. Despite Kodie’s huge frame, Brett saw the alcohol now hitting him hard. Maybe no one else noticed it, but Brett did.
There was a time he could have practically read his boy’s mind just from watching and listening to him while he talked to someone else, and it scared him in many ways to see how strongly that connection still burned between them.
At least, it did on his end of things. It seemed Kodie was able to ignore him just fine, other than the dark glares he occasionally sent Brett’s way.
I never should have left him.
That resigned mental whisper bore the strength of reinforced concrete as it settled dead-center in Brett’s mind.
Everything that was wrong and lacking in his life, things he’d desperately chased in an attempt to not let his past have time to catch up with him, stepped out of the shadows of his brain and stared at him with sullen accusations.
Kodie.
Kodie was his world, and he’d been an idiot to think he could run on his father’s hamster wheel and ever hope to be happy.
It was impossible to escape something when you helplessly spun your gears without really going anywhere.
His heart had always been here, with this man, and had never left him.
Now Kodie—Lincoln, goddammit, that was going to be difficult—was working on the latest of several cocktails. Circling around behind Lincoln, Brett edged his way over to where the man he’d always think of as his boy stood talking to a guy who was heading up a new wilderness survival show on the network. Anders Kophlin, or something like that, Brett thought his name was. Blond and blue-eyed and slenderly muscular, but obviously in shape, the man had a sort of sexy Viking vibe going on, with an even sexier accent to match.
And it shocked Brett when, upon realizing the very hunky and handsome Anders was blatantly hitting on Kodie, a wave of utter possessive rage washed through him, and he caught himself starting to make a fist before he relaxed his hand.
He slipped into the space to Kodie’s right—okay, goddammit, he’d stay Kodie in his mind as long as he remembered to address him as Lincoln around others—and his left hand closed around the larger man’s right elbow. Kodie still had half a drink left. Looked like cranberry juice and vodka, of which he’d already had at least three, on top of wine, and a couple of fingers of something that looked like bourbon or scotch on ice.
Brett leaned in. “Time to leave, buddy,” he whispered, reaching over with his right hand to take the glass from him.
Kodie glanced down at him, realized who was speaking to him, and jerked his arm free—
Which sent the remains of his very red drink down the front of his very white dress shirt.
Shit.
“Goddammit,” Kodie muttered. He set his glass down as Anders waved over a server, who passed him a bar towel and he started trying to blot the stain off Kodie’s shirt for him.
Brett barely restrained himself from yanking the towel out of the guy’s hand and doing it himself.
Lincoln shrugged off his jacket. Anders reached for it, but Brett snatched it from him. “Thanks, but I’ve got this,” Brett said, forcing a smile.
“You caused this.” Kodie’s voice sounded low and full of anger, and it shocked Brett when his own cock hardened in his slacks.
That was a tone Brett would have taken great pleasure in beating out of his boy—before.
Sometimes, he’d even suspected Kodie deliberately goaded him into punishment by talking to him like that. He had no proof of that, except that Kodie’s cock was always hard when he got feisty with Brett, as if he anticipated and welcomed taking Brett’s belt across his ass for challenging him.
Along with a whole host of other fucked up things they’d done with and to each other during their years together.
Kodie ended up clawing his bowtie off and shoving it in the pocket of his slacks before he unbuttoned his cuffs and the top two shirt buttons, and then peeled the shirt off over his head.
Brett’s throat went dry. His boy had definitely grown up, no doubt about that. He wasn’t just tall and broad-shouldered—he was fucking ripped.
And he spotted the hungry desire painted across Anders’ face, too, when Kodie shoved the shirt at him and then snatched his jacket back from Brett’s now slack fingers and slipped it on.
Brett was now also painfully aware of how many women—and more than a few men—were devouring his boy’s broad shoulders, sculpted bare chest, and decadent abs with their eyes.
“Thanks,” Kodie said to Anders, taking the shirt back from the Viking.
Brett shook himself out of the temporary oxygen deprivation his brain suffered when all the blood in his body had raced to his cock. He once again grabbed Kodie’s elbow with one hand and took the shirt from him with the other.
“Let’s go,” Brett said.
Except Kodie didn’t move, and trying to tug on him was like trying to pull a tree out at the roots with his bare hands. “I want another drink, asshole. You just spilled mine.”
Fortunately, Kodie was either angry enough or just sober enough to remember to keep his voice down.
Brett was betting more on anger, remembering all those times when his boy’s voice would sink into low, cock-hardening depths that challenged Brett’s inner Dominant and sadist into reining him in.
Either way, now was not the time to have a very public argument with a very drunk man who was not only very angry at him—rightfully so—but who now also towered over him and outweighed him.
Brett turned to the server, who stood there frozen and staring and all but drooling over Kodie’s admittedly lickable six-pack, which was visible through the gap left by his open jacket, and waved his hand at her to get her attention.
“Another vodka and cranberry juice for Mr. Kirk, please.”
She nodded and nearly broke her neck trying to keep her head turned so she could watch Kodie’s abs for as long as possible as she hurried away.
When Brett turned back to Kodie, Anders was already trying to turn Kodie toward him and drape an arm around his shoulders.
Brett side-stepped, forcing Anders back a step, and got right into Kodie’s personal space, as if they were two old friends having an intimate conversation.
Which, technically, they were.
Brett forced a smile as he draped his arm around Kodie’s shoulders and turned him away from Anders. “After your drink,” he whispered, “please, come with me and talk. Alone. Okay?”
Kodie wouldn’t look at him. “Why should I?”
Oooh, yes. Definitely anger. “Because once we’re alone,” Brett whispered, “I’ll let you say or do whatever you feel you need to, for as long as you need to. Hell, I’ll even let you kick my ass, if that’s what you want. But not here, and not in front of everyone. Please? My job is to help make your show a success. Okay?”
Kodie’s brown gaze narrowed in suspicion. “Your job. That’s all I am to you now, isn’t it? Nice to know how you feel.”
“In private. Please. I want you to succeed and not end up a TMZ tabloid story.”
Kodie finally nodded, filling Brett with a modicum of relief. In a past life, he would have known exactly what buttons to push, what looks to give his boy, to immediately take him in hand in public without anyone else being the wiser.
But that had been when they were both kids, and when he still stood an inch taller than Kodie.
And he’d never dealt with Kodie drunk, either.
This man, no matter how hot and lickalicious he looked, no matter how intimately Brett had once known every inch of his flesh, was, in essence, a stranger to Brett now.
Except something deep inside Brett desperately cried out to take Kodie in hand again. Insisted that the pain burning bright in Kodie’s eyes was one that only he could heal.
That Kodie’s pain was a perfect mate to the agony deep within his own soul, and that both of them could be soothed.
But…
Yeah. There was the whole problem that Kodie had every right to feel angry with Brett and hate his guts for leaving him.
Then, to add to the fun, Brett spotted Ryan Ausar walking over.
Fan-fucking-tastic.
Just what he needed on top of an already volatile situation.
Ausar smiled at him as he walked up. “Hello, Brett. Once again, I want to thank you for taking over this project for us. I was so glad when your father said you were available.” Ausar reached out to shake with him, and Brett transferred Kodie’s shirt into his left hand to stick his right hand out.
“Thanks. Nice to be working with the network again.”
“Lincoln, how are you doing tonight? Enjoying yourself?” Ausar asked, and another of those jealous rages washed through Brett, shocking him with its intensity.
Kodie nodded back, but Ausar didn’t offer to shake hands with him.
Thankfully.
Ausar did, however, drape an arm around Anders’ shoulders. “You are just the man I was looking for. I want to introduce you to one of our senior producers, who will be working with you…” And herded him away.
Shocked, Brett blinked, standing there and unable to believe his good fortune.
The server returned with Kodie’s drink, offering him a shy smile as she presented it to him. “Here you go, sir.”
Brett also realized he wasn’t feeling jealous over the girl.
Because you know Kodie’s gay, dumbass. He probably didn’t fake his way through sex with women all these years, either.
But the thought that his boy had been with another man—or men—brought back that burning, possessive anger with a vengeance, forcing him to take a breath.
“Thanks.” Kodie shot a glare at Brett as he took the glass, but then he turned his back to the room, and Brett turned with him. Now they were looking out through the floor-to-ceiling windows at the Miami skyline, and Brett stood on Kodie’s left instead of his right.
Kodie took a long swallow from his drink, downing half of it in one go. When he next spoke, his voice still bore the low, rough edges of his anger. “I don’t owe you jack shit, you know.”
“I know.”
Kodie swayed a little on his feet, and Brett wondered how hard the drinks were hitting him, and if he’d even be able to get Kodie up to his room without assistance.
Hopefully Ausar would help him if he needed it, because he’d have to be on fire before he’d ask that goddamned gorgeous Viking for help with his boy, and he didn’t trust anyone else, as weird as that sounded.
“Hope your life turned out the way you hoped it would, asshole.” Kodie’s tone also sounded tight, like he might even be on the verge of tears. “Hope you made Daddy proud of you.”
Heat filled Brett’s face, but he didn’t rise to the bait. He deserved it—every bit of it—and more.
 
* * * *
 
Lincoln knew that the only thing keeping him from taking a swing at Brett—or breaking down in tears, or even possibly dropping to his knees in front of him and making a complete goddamned fool of himself—was the fact that he was still just sober enough to know he couldn’t create a drunken spectacle in a room full of network VIPs.
Barely sober enough.
That’d be plain stupid, to ruin this chance over, what, an ex who he should have gotten over long ago?
He took in Miami’s skyline and tried not to focus on the man now standing at his left side.
The man who still owned his fucking heart.
The man he still compared everyone else to.
The reason that Linc was forced to admit he was still single.
The boy who’d grown into a gorgeous fucking man, and who Linc still wanted to kneel before, even if Brett was no longer taller than him.
And I’m going to have to work with him.
Not just that, the very success of his fledgling show likely meant he’d have to find a way to be polite to him.
He wasn’t sure how to do that, not when his emotions quickly vacillated between wanting to slug him for the pain he’d caused him, and wanting to drop to his knees and suck the man’s cock down his throat in a pitiful attempt to try to win him back.
God, I am really fucking drunk.
He took another sip of his drink and hoped Brett was paying attention to him and didn’t make him repeat himself. “Married with a shit-ton of kids now to make Daddy happy, probably, huh?” He didn’t give a shit if it made him sound bitter and petty. “Wife with perky little tits and, let me guess, who comes from a really rich family, too? To make Daddy even happier? What’s her name? Brittany? Mackenzie? Jessica? Kimberly? Something nice and country-clubby, probably was a cheerleader in high school and in a sorority in college, right?”
Linc felt bitter and petty. That he’d had to scratch and claw his way to success—alone, basically—and Brett had buried his nose up his dad’s taint and coasted his way to whatever cushy position he likely occupied.
That Brett had chosen a deep, dark closet full of easy money, instead of their love.
That Brett hadn’t chosen him.
That, one more time, someone who’d claimed to love him had abandoned him, this time not just emotionally, but physically, as well.
“No,” Brett quietly said. “I’m single. No kids.”
Linc glanced down, staring at the drink in his hand but more so he could glance to his side and try to read Brett’s expression.
He found Brett’s gaze was squarely focused on him.
It made his cock twitch in his briefs.
Made him briefly panic when he realized he was wearing briefs, before he remembered this guy had walked away from him.
No rules for Linc to follow anymore.
No one looking out for him like that.
No one who gave a shit about his daily routine, outside his friends and coworkers.
He could wear underwear if he wanted to, or free-ball it if he wanted to, without asking permission or worrying about repercussions, either way.
Linc took another swig of his drink. “And now you’re fucking stuck with me, huh?” The bitter snort escaped him. “Who’d you piss off to land this gig? I’m guessing they don’t know about us.”
“Had I known it was you, I would have taken it even if I hadn’t been specially requested by the network,” Brett said, now looking right at Linc, even though Linc wouldn’t meet his gaze. “I didn’t have your name when I took over the assignment from the last guy, but I would never turn down a chance to work with you.”
“Right. Work. Sorry, I forgot. This is strictly business for you, I’m sure.” He swirled his drink in his glass a little too hard, the ice clinking against the sides as his anger and pain swirled through his soul and collided with his heart.
I really should see a counselor or something.
It was obvious that, no matter how well he thought he’d disguised his pain, or how well he thought he was doing, that he was only kidding himself.
He was in no way anywhere close to being healed from his loss.
At all.
And he honestly wasn’t sure how to live without the pain.
 
Chapter Six
 
Brett didn’t want to unceremoniously drag Kodie out of the party and make a scene. Instead, he started incrementally easing him toward the exit, letting him stop and chat and take selfies with people who approached him as they moved through the room, making introductions for Kodie when Brett knew who the person was, and introducing himself first when he didn’t, so he’d know who these people were. Especially in case he needed to know who they were later, if he had to deal with them while promoting the show.
That took longer than Brett was comfortable with, though. Partly because of the way Kodie and his gorgeous damned bare chest and abs were being hungrily ogled by women and men. But mostly because Kodie had managed to snag himself another glass of champagne from a server’s tray when Brett wasn’t looking, and then had the balls to stick his tongue out at Brett before downing it in three swallows.
Oohhh, he’s soooo getting my belt across his ass later.
The larger man was staggering pretty badly by the time Brett herded him into an elevator and the doors slid closed behind them.
Brett rummaged around in Kodie’s pockets for his key card. “What room are you in?”
Kodie jerked away and jabbed a finger at him, scowling as he apparently had trouble focusing on Brett. “I have a-a f-few words f-for you.”
Brett kept his cool and remembered his boy was completely blitzed, while he was totally sober. “I’m sure you do, but let’s get you back to your room first. Then you can say or do whatever you want. I meant it when I said that.”
“Whatever I w-want?”
“Whatever you want. What’s your roo—”
That’s when Kodie fisted the front of Brett’s shirt with one meaty hand and hauled him in for a kiss.
God help him, Brett’s cock instantly hardened. “What fucking room are you in?” he mumbled against Kodie’s mouth, not wanting to lose the contact with him.
“I don’t remember.” He sucked on Brett’s lower lip. “Upstairs, somewhere. Tenth floor? Twelveteenth? I don’t remember.” His other hand reached down, grabbed Brett’s ass, and he started grinding his hips—and very fucking hard cock—against Brett’s.
“That’s helpful.” Brett punched the button for six, his floor. “Fuck it, we’ll go to my room.” He hooked a hand around the nape of Kodie’s neck and took control of the kiss, shoving him back hard against the wall of the elevator with his body.
Was he really going to do this? Even with Kodie drunk as shit, and without sitting down and talking this out first?
Better fucking believe he was.
No way in hell was he turning his back on his boy, drunk or sober, happy or angry.
Fuck, even if he wasn’t single.
Brett no longer cared about finding out those little details.
They didn’t matter to him.
Not anymore.
All that mattered to him in this moment was reclaiming his boy. They’d work out the rest later.
Besides, Kodie had kissed him first.
That meant game motherfucking on.
When the doors slid open on his floor, Brett first stuck his head out and glanced up and down the corridor to ensure they were alone before grabbing Kodie’s hand and dragging him down the hall. Thank god he had a room at the far end of the corridor. He already had his key card out and ready when they reached the door, and he shoved his boy in ahead of him once the lock clicked over to green and he could wrench the handle open.
After putting out the do not disturb card, he closed the door and flipped the deadbolt and the security bar so no one could get in.
When he turned, he spotted the same hunger burning in Kodie’s eyes that was currently devouring his own soul.
Finally, he registered he still had Kodie’s shirt wadded up in his hand. He held it up. “Hold on.”
He took it into the bathroom and rinsed the stain as best he could with cold water. Then he closed the sink stopper and ran cold water in the sink, along with dumping in the whole damn bottle of hotel shampoo to let it soak.
When he turned, he found Kodie standing in the bathroom doorway.
“Bed, boy,” Brett ordered, completely reverting to Dom-tone, and damn, did it feel good. “Now.”
 
* * * *
 
Linc wasn’t so damn drunk that his cock couldn’t stand up and howl at hearing the dark, dominant tone in Brett’s voice.
Honestly? It was a tone he never again thought he’d hear.
Ever.
And it was a tone he craved to hear, like his soul had been completely parched and on the verge of crumbling into dust and Brett’s voice was a long, tall, cool drink of desperately needed water.
Linc yanked off his jacket and dropped it to the floor, backing out of the bathroom doorway and toward the bed, his gaze never leaving Brett. He was almost afraid to take his eyes off him out of fear this would turn out to be some really weird alcohol-induced dream. That Brett would disappear, or it’d turn out that drunk goggles had totally fucking backfired on him in a horrible way, and it wouldn’t actually be Brett he was desperately about to fuck.
Linc toed off one shoe, then the other, his hands fumbling with his belt when he felt the bed pressing against the back of his legs.
Brett was also stripping as he walked, dropping his clothes as he moved. He was still the same height he’d been the last time Linc had seen him, but he’d filled out some, hard, slenderly sculpted muscles, like he ran, or maybe biked or something. A dusting of hair across his chest, with a light treasure trail that disappeared under the waistband of his slacks.
Damned if that fucking goatee and mustache didn’t look hot as fuck on the man.
By the time Brett reached the bed, he was down to nothing but his slacks. He reached out and planted a hand in the middle of Linc’s chest and shoved, hard.
Linc landed on the bed and Brett pounced. He climbed on top of Linc, straddling him, kissing, nipping, biting, and sucking his way down Linc’s body, up again to kiss him before leaving another trail of bites down his chest and abs, to just below his navel.
Linc shivered with pleasure, his cock now screaming for relief. This. This was what had been missing from every other encounter he’d ever had. Not that he’d been a manwhore or anything, but he’d never felt such a deep, primal connection with any of his other partners.
Brett hadn’t just been his first, but his best.
The man he could never evict from his heart.
Dammit, not for a lack of trying on his part.
Brett grazed his teeth over Linc’s left nipple, drawing another shiver from him. When he looked up at Linc, those smoky brown eyes resembled hot embers with a hotline to his soul.
When Brett repeated the action with Linc’s right nipple, Linc grabbed Brett’s head and tried to get him to do more, to suck, to bite him the way he used to.
To draw blood, if he wanted.
To mark him and leave proof this happened, that it wasn’t a dream.
Only Brett sat up again, carefully pulling free and putting Linc’s hands up, over his head, pressing them against the mattress.
“Stay, boy,” Brett whispered, and Linc whimpered in return.
When Brett eased back down Linc’s body, his fingers started working on Linc’s belt. Linc must have tensed, nervous despite logically knowing he shouldn’t be, because Brett paused.
His gaze narrowed as he stared down at him. “What’s wrong, boy?”
The answer automatically fell from his lips. “Nothing, Sir.”
Brett dragged his nails down the front of Linc’s slacks, down the outline of his rigid cock. It drew a strangled moan from Linc as his stiff member throbbed when Brett cupped his fingers around the shape of Linc’s erection through the fabric.
“Hmm.” Brett squeezed, making Linc fist his hands—but he didn’t break the position Brett had put him in. “That feels like a boy wearing briefs without permission.”
Faster than Linc processed it, Brett had unfastened Linc’s belt and opened his slacks.
“Tsk.” But the fire burned brighter in Brett’s eyes now, and Linc loved knowing he was the one getting that reaction from him.
That his Sir still seemed to want him as much as Linc wanted his Sir.
Brett stood and peeled Linc’s slacks off him, dropping them to the floor. Linc’s cock jumped in his briefs when Brett’s smile curled the corners of his mouth while his gaze narrowed even further.
“Someone’s a little nervous about their wardrobe choice, hmm?” Brett softly said.
Ooooh, fuuuuck.
He knew that tone.
Brett reached in and ripped Linc’s briefs, up each side, and then jerked them off him.
He smiled as he balled them up and then crawled up Linc again. “Open.”
Linc didn’t even think about balking. His mouth opened immediately, just to be filled by his wadded up briefs.
Which was probably a good thing, because it muffled his needy moan when Brett sat up and started unfastening his belt.
Linc’s breath caught in his lungs as he watched Brett slowly slip his belt from the loops.
When he caught himself wondering how many other men—or, fuck, women—Brett had done this with, he shut that shit down super-fast.
He didn’t want to think about that.
He wanted to pretend the past ten-plus years hadn’t happened. That this was his Sir, and they hadn’t spent a damned night apart.
After the tail of his belt fell free, Brett climbed off him and stood.
Gave him the finger—not a bird. His index finger pointed at him and moved in a circle, the meaning clear.
Linc’s teeth clamped down on the makeshift gag in his mouth as he rolled over. He couldn’t help flinching when Brett’s hand settled along the small of his back, warm, his thumb gently stroking that spot at the base of his spine, just above the crack of his ass, that Bret had always loved so much.
Then Brett leaned in and kissed that spot, his breath warm and sweet enough to almost drive Linc to tears.
“Ten for the underwear violation, right? I’ll even include the sticking your goddamned tongue out at me and talking back to me downstairs in that total.”
“Yes, Sir,” Linc mumbled.
Not even a full breath later, the first line of fire sliced across his ass.
“Fuck!” he screamed around the briefs clenched between his jaws. Now he fisted the covers, because Brett wasn’t screwing around. That was no playful swat with the belt, but a full-force impact.
He clamped his eyes shut as the tears immediately flowed, even before the second stroke landed. By the time he’d taken all ten, he was sobbing, and not from the pain.
From the relief.
Brett folded his body over Linc’s, the fabric of Brett’s slacks rubbing against the fire in Linc’s ass.
He felt the all-too-familiar outline of a very hard cock pressing against his ass, too.
And Linc’s hard cock, pinned under him and which had grown harder with every stroke, was likely leaving a wet spot on the covers beneath him. In fact, it took every ounce of self-control he had left—which wasn’t very damn much at that point—not to grind himself against the bed and get off.
Brett nuzzled his lips against Linc’s left ear. “All better, boy,” he whispered. “Clean slate. You won’t forget that rule again, will you?”
“No, Sir.”
That’s when he nearly came—because Brett clamped down on the back of Linc’s left shoulder with his teeth and let out a soft, deep growl.
Linc spit out the briefs and turned over, wrapping his arms and legs around Brett. “Now. Please?”
Except Brett winced. “I’m not sure if I have…” He glanced over at the dresser, where his carryon bag sat. “Hold on. Maybe I do.” He got up, dug around in his bag, and let out a triumphant noise. “Aha!”
He turned, and in his hand held a couple of condoms and lube.
Linc didn’t even want to contemplate why he had them, or who they might have been intended for, in case the answer wasn’t him. He pulled his legs back, holding them behind the knees, and watched as Brett dropped the items on the bed before shoving his slacks and briefs down and off. After grabbing a towel from the bathroom, Brett returned to the bed and climbed up.
On his face, a gorgeously sexy smile. “Think you can still take me?”
Linc nodded. “Do it, please?”
Brett’s smile faded. “Do we need to talk first?”
“Not if you’re neg, we don’t.”
“Good.” Brett lubed his fingers and quickly worked them into Linc’s ass, making him moan from the way the intrusion stretched his hole. It’d been a while since he’d been with a guy, but he played with himself and frequently used toys, although nothing felt as good as a real-life partner.
After he had Linc prepped, Brett rolled a condom down his own shaft and slicked his cock with more lube.
Nudging into position between Linc’s thighs, Brett smiled down at him. His next words made Linc’s heart pound in his chest. “You have no idea how badly I’ve wanted to do this.” He pressed forward slowly, taking his time until he was seated all the way inside Linc.
Every sweet inch of the man’s cock that worked its way inside Linc’s ass made Linc whine at the delicious intrusion, and made his own cock leak and twitch.
“I’m not going to last long,” Brett gritted out. He reached down and wrapped his fingers around Linc’s cock. “Give it to me, boy. Won’t make you hold it tonight.” As he started fucking Linc in earnest, Brett started pumping Linc’s cock.
Please don’t let this be a dream!
Linc reached down with both hands and found Brett’s hips. His fingers dug in as he held on to him, pulling him closer, desperately wanting this moment to last forever and knowing he had about maybe one more breath before he exploded.
If this was a drunk dream, he hoped he never awakened from it.
Torturously sharp pleasure starting deep in his balls squeezed up through his cock. Once his orgasm hit, there was no going back. His balls contracted and then he shot pump after pump of hot cum all over Brett’s hand and both their bodies.
The triumphant grin plastered across Brett’s face would have finished him off if his hand-job hadn’t already accomplished that. “Good boy!” He planted both hands on the bed and leaned in to kiss him as he started plowing Linc’s ass.
He wrapped his arms around Brett, closed his eyes, and cried as they kissed and fucked, and the last thing he registered before drunken oblivion finally pulled him under was the sound of Brett’s groans as he came, and then him whispering over and over again, “I love you, boy…”
 
Chapter Seven
 
Brett startled awake and felt disoriented for a moment in the dark room.
It wasn’t until he identified the firm arm draped around his waist and holding him pressed against an even firmer and warm body behind him that his brain jump-started into full-on consciousness.
Oh…fuck!
So…that happened.
The question remained—what was he going to do about it?
I can’t walk away from him again.
Annnnnd there was his answer.
But it didn’t provide a solution to what the hell was he supposed to tell his father?
Sure, the show would give him the perfect excuse to spend a lot of time with Kodie—at first. Ideally, after the initial PR push, he would still be working out of his office in Virginia, just outside of DC, and not need to be there in person in Florida.
Except that was not how this was going to work, and Brett knew it.
He needed Kodie. It was the only thing he needed in his life. Kodie had gone on and done just fine without him—obviously—if the man could land himself a TV show highlighting what he did for a living.
Brett also needed a salary. He couldn’t survive on love, no matter what many countless Top 40 ballads insisted. It was hard, cold cash that paid the bills. If he wanted to be able to spend time with Kodie, he needed a job. Specifically, this job.
Because it wasn’t like there would be many great-paying jobs in the PR and branding field in Brooksville, Florida.
Wherever the hell that was.
He closed his eyes and struggled against the urge to cry at the sweetly familiar sensation of Kodie’s warm breath brushing against the nape of his neck.
A painful avalanche of memories flooded through his soul, times he’d desperately tried not to think about and had unsuccessfully tried to suppress through forcing himself to be someone he wasn’t.
Literally.
He wasn’t bi, and he damn sure wasn’t het.
There was a really simple and obvious reason he couldn’t function in bed with Jaylynn anymore, and it was because he’d run out of lies to tell himself, and he could no longer conjure up potent enough fantasies while with her to allow him to fake his way through it. He’d hit an emotional dead end with her.
There was no longer anything cute or charming or even remotely attractive about her to him. In fact, the longer he spent with her, the less attracted he was to her. Normally, by this point with a woman, he’d already have broken up with her and made up some excuse his father would believe, buying him some time before he felt he had to hook up with someone else to keep his father off his case.
But knowing what he did about her now, she wasn’t even someone he’d normally be friends with, much less date.
Unlike when he’d been with Kodie before, and had felt himself falling harder in love with him by the day.
Unlike the way falling into bed with the man felt like slipping into a comfortable pair of jeans that fit him perfectly.
Jaylynn and the other women had been like trying to slap Elmer’s glue over the stump of an amputated limb and calling it a day. It wouldn’t work, it’d never work, and even if some miracle happened and you did stanch the bleeding for a short period of time, it wouldn’t heal the stump or stop the infection that would quickly spread throughout.
He felt it when Kodie’s breathing changed, the quick catch, a soft gasp—followed by him holding his breath for a moment. Then came the long, gentle exhale of realization that, no, this wasn’t a dream.
Kodie’s lips sought the nape of his neck and mouthed him the way he always used to, not a love bite, but the safe alternative.
He wanted to cry that his boy remembered. How they’d always been careful not to mark Brett in ways his father would spot.
“Please tell me I’m not dreaming,” Kodie said.
Brett rolled over to face him and hooked a leg around Kodie’s. In the dark he kissed his boy, an ember that quickly set them ablaze again. “You’re not fucking dreaming,” Brett hoarsely said. “And I’m not stupid enough to walk away from you a second time. I need you. I’ve always needed you.”
Kodie rolled on top of him, caging him with his arms and kissing him as Brett’s hands roamed his boy’s body. He was like Kodie 2.0. He’d been hot before, to Brett, even when he’d been a gawky teenager, but with the extra five inches and the bulk, he’d taken his previous 10 status to a 100.
Easily.
Morning stubble rasped against Brett’s lips as he nipped and sucked even while he ground his hips up against Kodie’s. Kodie teased him, drawing back and breaking their kiss before surging forward again, their hard cocks bumping and rubbing together.
“Please tell me you’re single,” Brett managed.
Kodie nodded. “Yeah.”
“Oh, thank god.” Brett kissed him again. “About last night—”
“It wouldn’t have happened if I’d been sober,” Kodie said. “I was too angry and hurt. I probably would have cornered Ausar and asked him for someone else.”
Brett breathed a sigh of relief. “And now?”
“Don’t fucking leave me again, Sir. Please. I can’t lose you again.”
With Kodie resting his forehead against Brett’s, Brett closed his eyes and breathed in, Kodie’s familiar, sweet scent mixed with sweat and sex and stale alcohol. Didn’t even give a shit about morning breath.
“I can’t lose you, either.” Brett nuzzled noses with him. “Do you want to talk about this? About our pasts, or—”
Kodie kissed him, hard. “I don’t want to talk about anything right now, Brett. I want to fuck your goddamned brains out, order room service for breakfast, get a shower, and then fuck each other’s brains out again.”
Kodie never called him Brett, except as a sort of safeword. To talk as equals. Before, he’d rarely used it, even for talks as equals.
Hell, he hadn’t even used his name yesterday, when Ausar brought them together.
“I guess if I’m going to be in Brooksville for a week, I’ll need a rental car. And a hotel room.”
“Why?”
“Well, I don’t have any way to get there from here, for starters.”
“Ride with me,” Kodie quietly said. “Stay with me.”
 
* * * *
 
Kodie didn’t want to think about what time it was. All he wanted to do was lie there with Brett and savor this time together.
Except he knew there was a check-out time, and he had to get his stuff out of his room. “Do we have time to fuck around?” he asked. “Before check-out?”
Brett fumbled around for his phone. “Shit. It’s nine.”
“I need to go get my stuff.” He sat up, groaning at the delicious ache in his ass from the fucking and taking Brett’s belt. “Gawd, I don’t want to get out of this bed.”
“I think check-out’s eleven, isn’t it? I’m not scheduled for check-out until tomorrow, so just grab your stuff and bring it down here and climb back into bed with me.”
“Mmm. Can you order us room service, too, Sir?”
Even calling him that felt right.
“Fuckin’ A, I will. We aren’t leaving this bed again until tomorrow morning. Or can you take the time off? Oh, wait. Shit, I guess I need to find out when the film crew will be showing up.”
“This is too much adulting on not enough coffee,” Kodie said. “I’ll go get my crap.” He kissed Brett before dragging himself out of bed.
“So what room are you in?” Brett asked as Kodie headed to the bathroom to empty his bladder.
“1417,” he called back, wincing as he turned on the light, squinting against it. “Why?” He felt a little headachy, but thankfully not horribly hungover.
Brett chuckled. “Because you had no clue last night. You were totally wasted. You were inventing numbers.”
“Ah.”
Brett appeared in the bathroom doorway. “Can I just say that I was in love with you before, and thought you were gorgeous back then, but you’ve raised the bar.”
Kodie finished and shook and brushed a kiss along Brett’s lips in passing on his way to the sink. “You’re not so bad yourself, Sir. I love the goatee.”
Brett reached out and caught his arm, and Kodie didn’t understand the serious look in his eyes. “Really? You do?”
“Yeah, man.” He grinned. “Gives you that whole sinister sadist kind of vibe. It’s fucking hot.” He leaned in for another kiss. “Let me wash my hands.”
Brett released him and took a turn in the bathroom. “I’ve got vacation time I haven’t used. As soon as I can, I’ll take it, and you and I can spend some uninterrupted time together without anyone around.”
“What about your dad?” Maybe it made him a dick to ask it, but he had to know if he was setting himself up for another heartache.
He heard Brett flush, and he walked out and washed his hands. “I’ll figure that out later.” His brown gaze met Kodie’s. “I won’t lose you again. I might need a couple of months to figure out what to do, though. Work-wise. But I promise, I’m not walking away.”
“What if he threatens to disown you.”
“That’s why I need a couple of months. I want to get the campaigns started for your show, make sure you’re taken care of.” Warmth filled Kodie, but he didn’t interrupt him. “Once I know that’s all set up and in place, and the network is happy with it, then I’ll start talking to headhunters. Hopefully, I can find a position with a company either based in Florida, or who will let me telecommute.”
Damn that pesky hope. “You mean it?”
“Yeah, I mean it.” He pulled Kodie into his arms and kissed him. “I’ll figure it out, I promise.” Then he patted Kodie on the ass. “I’ll order breakfast. Go grab your stuff.”
“Yes, Sir.” Then he froze, their gazes meeting again for a moment before Brett pulled him in for another kiss.
“I missed that,” Brett said. “I missed it so damn much. I missed you.”
“I missed you, too, Sir.” He had pulled on his pants and was still hunting around for his socks when there was a knock on the door. “That’s pretty damn fast room service for not having called them yet.”
“Must be housekeeping. I thought I put out the card.” Brett grabbed a towel, wrapped it around his hips, and walked over to the door.
“Sorry, but we don’t—”
“Hope you don’t mind I stopped in,” the woman said, stepping around Brett and into the room, where all three of them froze. “What the hell, Brett?”
“What the hell is right, Jay. What the fuck are you doing here?”
Blind panic hit Kodie, making him relive the past, the pain, the grief.
He yanked on his jacket and patted his pockets to make sure he had his phone and key card. “Bye.” He headed for the door, leaving his shoes and socks behind.
He needed to get out.
Now.
“Kodie, wait!”
He was already running for the elevator by the time he heard the door swing shut behind him.
 
* * * *
 
“Goddammit.” Brett ran for his suitcase to grab a pair of shorts and a T-shirt.
“What the hell is going on?” Jay said.
“None of your fucking business. What are you doing here?” He walked past her, but she grabbed his arm.
“Stop. Talk to me. Who was he?”
He jerked free. “None of your business.”
Cold calculation narrowed her eyes. “Did you fuck him last night?”
“Again, none of your business.” Panic was starting to set in, because he needed to go after Kodie, right now. “Get out of here.”
“Your father told me to come down here. To take a few days with you to try to get your head on straight.” She glanced around at the clothing on the floor. “Guess I don’t have the right head, and you aren’t straight. Is that why you couldn’t sleep with me anymore?”
“What part of none of your fucking business don’t you understand, Jay?” He found his keycard in his slacks and herded her toward the room door. “Now get out.”
“You owe me an explanation!”
“I owe you jack-shit. We aren’t a couple, and my life isn’t your business.”
“Do I need to get tested? Did you expose me to something?”
He yanked the door open. “For the last time, I never cheated on you, I haven’t cheated on you now, and if you tell anyone anything, I’ll fucking sue you for slander. Now, are you leaving, or do I need to call hotel security to have you thrown out?”
She glared at him. “Where am I supposed to stay? The hotel said it’s booked. My stuff’s down in my rental. I was going to have you bring it up for me.”
“I don’t give a shit, Jay. I’m not your sherpa, and you’re not staying with me. In fact, I’m checking out today. Maybe if you wait down there, they’ll give you this room.”
“Where are you going?”
“I have a job to do. The filming schedule is starting a week early. I have to be there tomorrow. For the last time—leave.”
Eventually, she did, but she paused at the door. “This isn’t over.”
“Stop channeling cheap-ass movie villains, honey. That’s beneath you. We’ve been over for a while, but I felt sorry for you. So don’t flatter yourself.”
That pissed her off enough to get her to leave. He waited until she stepped on an elevator to leave the room to head upstairs.
When he reached Kodie’s room, he pounded on the door. “Let me in, boy. Now.” He didn’t care who heard him.
He hated that when Kodie cracked the door open his face was red, his eyes puffy.
Brett pushed his way in, letting the door swing shut behind him. He reached for Kodie, clamping his hands around his face and kissing him until he finally relaxed and started responding.
“She’s my ex,” Brett said once he had his boy’s full attention. “It’s a long story. Short version is I haven’t slept with her in a while and I broke up with her officially on Friday. Been a long time coming. Her dad is my dad’s business partner, and she works in the office.”
“She didn’t sound like your ex.”
“Our dads and everyone else want me to marry her. I told her from the beginning—and I told Dad again on Friday—that I have no interest in getting married.”
Fuck, Kodie’s expression flashed over to wounded again. “No, huh?”
“Not to her.” He kissed him again. “Only one person who’d make that list for me, and he’s right here with me now.”
Kodie studied him for a moment. “Is she going to cause you trouble at work?”
“I doubt it. Doesn’t change the plan. Ryan Ausar specifically asked Dad to work with me. I’ll tell Dad she’s lying, if she tries to say anything, and buy us the time we need to get the show off the ground. Then it won’t matter if he fires me or not. I know you have no reason to trust me, but I’m here, now. I promise, I won’t leave you again. All I’m asking is for you to help me get the show to that point. Once that happens, I’m yours, and if Dad is a dick enough to disown me…well, I can’t help that. That’s his loss.”
The hope he saw in Kodie’s eyes echoed in his own pulse as it raced. “Okay,” Kodie finally said. “But now what?”
Brett pulled him in for another kiss. “We grab your shit, go back to my room, order room service, and fuck like bunnies. Then we take a shower, check out, and head to your place.”
“My place?”
He smiled up at him. “You still want me to ride with you and stay with you?”
“Yeah.”
“Good.” Another kiss, to seal the deal. “She’s in my past.”
“How many women have you slept with.”
Brett sighed. “Not many, but too many. I’m done trying to please my father. I never should have left Sarasota. I should have gotten my MBA at USF, even if he wouldn’t have paid for it. I’m done living for him. A Harvard MBA means nothing when I’m miserable as fuck.”
Chapter Eight
 
In Brett’s room, Kodie dumped his stuff while Brett called in breakfast for them. He hadn’t even bothered changing out of his tux, or putting on shoes, for the trip back downstairs.
He did, however, dig out his toothbrush and take care of that, ridding himself of the morning yuck mouth from last night’s boozer.
He quickly stripped, though, and when he returned to the bedroom, Brett stood at the window, peeking out through the curtains.
“Bed, boy,” he softly said.
Kodie’s cock hardened immediately, and he scrambled to comply.
He didn’t want to talk, didn’t want to discuss anything.
He wanted his Sir.
He wanted this.
Brett turned, smiling when he spotted him there. “I always fantasized about you. About seeing you in my bed, about what we did together. There wasn’t a day we were apart I didn’t think about you.”
He stripped his shirt off and dropped it as he walked over. “Wasn’t a day I didn’t think about doing this to you.” He climbed onto the bed, shoving Kodie’s thighs apart, and bent his head to Kodie’s cock.
Kodie let out a moan as the sweet, wet heat of his mouth engulfed his throbbing erection.
This! Sooooo much this.
Kodie’s fingers plunged into Brett’s hair and he held on, not wanting to lose contact with his mouth, not wanting this moment to ever end. Plenty of nights Brett had tied him up and literally spent hours edging him with his mouth, sensual sadism, but sadistic nonetheless, before finally allowing him to beg and trade for the orgasm they both knew he wouldn’t deny him anyway.
He never did.
The threat was always there, but in the end, Brett liked making him come too much, had once admitted to Kodie that bringing him pleasure made him feel far more powerful than any of the other things they did together, like the bondage, or beatings, or tortures with clothespins.
Every night they spent together at Brett’s, with no one to see them, had ended with them curled up together, twined in such a way it was hard to tell where one started and the other ended, sated and content and feeling blissful. It was at the core of who they were.
Was it any wonder that Brett had also failed to find someone?
First loves, last loves.
Only loves.
While part of Kodie’s brain tried to warn him, tried to caution him to slow this down, the deeper part of his heart, which had felt sure he was going to lose Brett the first time around, felt equally certain this time that Brett was going to stay.
As pleasure rolled through him, he had to say it. “I love you.”
Brett swirled his tongue around the head of Kodie’s cock before he lifted his mouth from it. “I love you, too. I mean it—I’m not walking away from you again.” The tip of his tongue flicked out, gathering pre-cum from the slit, Brett’s breath warm against Kodie’s cock. “You’re mine. Thank god you’re still single. I swear, I’ll spend the rest of our lives together making up the past twelve years to you.”
He went deep on Kodie’s cock again, even as his gaze burned up Kodie’s body, tracing a trail through the air as it caressed his abs from his treasure trail and back again.
One hand held the base of his cock, while Brett’s other hand cupped Kodie’s sac, lightly stroking with his thumb. It made Kodie shiver, tipping him too far over the edge despite trying to hold on and hold out to make the sweet ache last longer.
Brett let out one of his triumphant growls around Kodie’s cock as he sucked down his cum, not letting up even past the point of too-sensitive, chuckling when Kodie finally remembered the magic words and way to make it stop.
“Please, Sir, boy is done. Thank you.”
Immediately, Brett stopped sucking, releasing his cock after placing a gentle kiss on the softening tip before crawling up his body to kiss him.
“You remembered.” He stared down into Kodie’s eyes, and Kodie knew the truth—
No way could he walk away from Brett, either.
“So did you, Sir.”
Brett’s smile faded. “I haven’t forgotten a thing about loving you, including that I was so fucking stupid to walk away from you in the first place.”
 
* * * *
 
Brett was going to say more, but then they heard a knock on the door. He sat up and pulled the sheet over Kodie before going to answer the door. This time, he peeked through the viewfinder first, to make sure it was their food.
It was.
A moment later, they were alone again and eagerly devouring their breakfast, along with coffee.
Brett couldn’t help but watch Kodie as he sat, naked, at the small table to eat.
“No offense, but how’d you get so buff?” Brett asked.
He slyly smiled. “Gym is a great place to meet gay guys in the middle of a fairly rural and conservative area.” His smile faded. “Besides, I needed a way to burn off my anger. I couldn’t take the time or afford to go dirt-biking every day. I could hit the gym, though.”
Shame rolled through Brett—and a little possessiveness. He’d let his boy down.
“No one’s going to hassle you over me being around?”
“No. I haven’t even told anyone about you.” He looked away, and Brett wasn’t sure what emotion erased his boy’s sweet smile. “The more I tried to forget you, or pretend it never happened, the harder it was to stop thinking about you. I mean, everyone knows I’m gay. That’s not an issue.”
After they finished eating, they ended up in bed again. Brett’s libido was through the roof, his cock hard and aching in a way he hadn’t felt in too damn long. Never with any woman, that was for sure. He fucked Kodie, who eagerly rode him while he stroked his boy’s cock until he shot ropes of cum all over Brett’s abs. His ass squeezing tripped Brett’s climax, and his cock exploded, filling the condom.
Kodie didn’t move, at first, and Brett didn’t want him to, either.
“Shower, Sir?” he mumbled against Brett’s right shoulder, just at the juncture of his neck, lipping his flesh.
Brett reached up, heart racing, and threaded his fingers through Kodie’s hair. He pressed down. “Mark your Sir,” he whispered.
“But—”
“There, boy. Right there. Hard as you want.”
He felt Kodie’s sharp intake of breath, before his teeth gently pressed, harder, realizing that Brett meant it. Next thing he knew, Kodie was practically chewing on him.
Before, while he’d leave marks all over Kodie’s body, he’d only allow Kodie to mark him low on his abs, or high on his inner thigh, where his father would never accidentally see it.
He closed his eyes as the sweet pain made his cock stir in Kodie’s ass. He fisted his boy’s hair and held on. “Yeah,” he gasped. “Just like that, baby.” It’d be covered by shirts there—mostly. Some of his T-shirts, the neck would likely show a little bit of it.
Even better.
Kodie whimpered as he tightened his embrace around Brett and bit harder, making Brett gasp, but he wouldn’t stop him.
Kodie started working his way down Brett’s right pec, biting hard, sucking, moaning, his cock also reviving between them, and still, Brett wouldn’t stop him.
This was the smallest of all gestures Brett knew he could make, but it was one that would have the most impact on his boy, short of a marriage ceremony.
From this point forward, he would dedicate himself to showing his boy how he felt, that he meant every word he’d said.
And if that meant walking around for the world to see him looking like he lost a battle with an octopus, so be it.
 
* * * *
 
Kodie closed his eyes to hold back his tears. He’d never been allowed to do this before. Not like this.
Never.
He bit and sucked his way down Brett’s chest, sniffling and moaning and now rocking his hips against him as best he could as he left a trail down to his right nipple.
There, he flicked his tongue against the hard nub before lifting his head. “Let’s finish this in the shower, Sir. Please?”
Brett playfully ruffled his hair. “See? You’re reading my mind already. Just like old times.”
They untangled and moved to the shower. Brett brought the lube in with him, and this time, he handed it to Kodie.
“Go easy on me. It’s been twelve years, and you’re bigger than you were.” He turned his back to Kodie and braced his hands against the shower wall.
Kodie hooked an arm around him and bit down on the top of Brett’s left shoulder, marking him there with a dark love bite that would look just as gorgeous as the line of ones currently trailing down his right pec. “No one else, huh?”
Brett glanced back over his shoulder. “There’s never been anyone in my heart but you. I tried dating men a couple of times and realized it was pointless. At least I could fake it with women. For a little while.”
“Why didn’t you ever try to contact me?” Then again, Kodie hadn’t tried to find him, either.
“I figured you hated me.”
Kodie wrapped both arms around him and rested his chin on Brett’s left shoulder. “I hated what you did to us. I never hated you. It would have been infinitely easier to move on if I’d hated you.”
Brett kissed him. “Well, put a load in my ass, baby, so I can fuck one more into you, and then we can get packed. I have a suspicion I’ll be tackling you as soon as we walk in your front door.”
Kodie obliged, taking a few minutes to first lube and loosen Brett’s ass with his fingers before sliding his bare, lubed cock inside him.
They both moaned as he worked his full, thick eight inches into Brett.
“Jesusfuck, baby,” Brett gasped. “You really did get bigger.”
Kodie chuckled. “Sir regretting letting his boy fuck him now?”
“Never. Just need to get used to it again, that’s all. Won’t take me long.” Brett turned his head to kiss him again. “I feel like I’ve finally come home.”
“That’s because you have, Sir.”
 
* * * *
 
“Why Lincoln?” Brett asked him once they were riding north in Kodie’s truck.
Brett still couldn’t believe they were together again. He worried he might wake up to discover this was nothing but a dream.
Kodie shrugged. “I spent so much time with you, sometimes I thought I heard your voice when someone called my name. When I moved up to Brooksville, I decided to go by Lincoln instead of Kodie. Another degree of separation.”
“Ah. Is that what you’d prefer I call you?”
Kodie reached out and squeezed his hand and didn’t let go. “No. I want you to call me Kodie, Sir. Or Kode, the way you used to.”
Brett squeezed back, long and hard.
During the drive, Brett couldn’t help watching Kodie, staring at him.
Reassuring himself this had really happened—was happening.
And they talked.
Sometimes about uncomfortable things—like Kodie wanting to know why he slept with women and kept up the lie—but Brett knew that was part of the penance he had to pay for this to truly work between them.
He owed Kodie nothing less than the full truth and complete honesty.
He also realized just how much he’d lost through the years. He missed not only that time with Kodie, but the years he’d spent living a lie, time he could never get back.
All the experiences he didn’t get to share with Kodie.
The holidays he’d spent alone, or avoiding whoever he was dating at the time with an excuse that he had to work, because it was easier to be alone than to force himself to pretend on a day he missed Kodie even more.
Seeing Kodie build his business.
Helping Kodie build his business.
I’m done.
The quiet thought settled deep within him. He had no idea how it’d play out, or what would happen on the other end of things, but he was done living a lie. Fear of losing his job and his father was no longer the greatest fear in his life.
The fear of losing Kodie again was far stronger, and now formed his true north.
He needed Kodie, and he wouldn’t waste this second chance with him.
Even if it meant giving up everything else to be with Kodie, to be where he truly belonged.
 
Chapter Nine
 
It was nearly eight that night when they rolled into Kodie’s driveway after stopping by a Subway when they hopped off I-75 at SR 50.
Kodie usually referred to it as his house, but it wasn’t really a house. He owned five acres on a dirt road a mere five-minute bike ride from the entrance to Croom, with a double-wide manufactured house placed toward the front of the property. Fifteen years old, nothing fancy, but not trailer-park trash, either. He liked having the space, the peace and quiet of living in “the country,” and had a pole barn and workshop behind the house. There, he could tinker with his personal projects and store his dirt bikes.
Except Kodie wondered what Brett thought as he shut his truck off. He was almost afraid to glance his way.
“This is great!” Brett said.
Kodie studied his expression, looking for any signs of Brett just humoring him. “I’m sure you’re used to something way fancier than this,” he muttered.
Brett grinned and leaned in to kiss him. “Do you know how hard I can spank you here and no one can overhear us?”
Kodie blinked before bursting into laughter. “That’s your first thought when you see the place?”
“Yeah! Why?”
Kodie opened his door, a grin plastered across his face. “Nothing, Sir. Come on in and let’s eat.”
He wasn’t exactly a slob, but now that he had Brett walking in the front door behind him, he took a quick mental inventory of what shape the place was in. He switched on the lights as he walked in the front door and breathed a sigh of relief. Nothing horrible, and he’d run the dishwasher before he left on Friday. He dropped his bags onto the sofa as he heard the door shut behind him.
When he turned, Brett was standing right there, and dropped his bags where he stood.
He stared down into Brett’s brown eyes and realized he was reaching for Brett even as the man was reaching for him, too. Kodie grabbed him by the shirt and hauled him in for a long, deep kiss he’d wanted to give him all during the drive.
“Bedroom,” Brett mumbled around his lips. “Now.”
Kodie backed down the hallway, even as they were pulling at each other’s clothes. By the time they reached Kodie’s bedroom, they were both naked. He didn’t bother reaching for the light switch, either. He fell back onto his bed, Brett landing on top of him.
“How do you feel about testing the acoustics with a spanking right now, boy?”
“I think that’s the best damn idea I’ve heard in my life, Sir.”
Brett sat up and swung off him so Kodie could roll over onto his stomach.
He felt Brett lean in. When Brett softly spoke into his left ear, Kodie shivered. “How about more than a spanking?”
“Whatever Sir wants.” Kodie didn’t want to let his mind go to dark places, to wondering if this was really going to last.
What he wanted to do was dive in and have as many experiences with Brett as possible right now.
Just in case.
In case Brett left again.
Tonight, however, Kodie didn’t want to think like that. He wanted to get every bit of this that he could, make every memory, and not think about tomorrow or the next day or a week or month from now.
Only tonight.
Brett shifted positions on the bed, and his hands settled on Kodie’s ass, squeezing, fingers digging in. To the point of pain, making Kodie suck in a sharp breath.
And making his trapped cock throb against the mattress.
He’d missed this—all of this. Not just the play and the sex, but feeling like his place in the world was…secure.
Like his heart was protected.
Like his lonely soul had found a partner and received an answer from the wilderness.
Like he wasn’t alone anymore.
“Who do you belong to, boy?”
“You, Sir,” Kodie answered without even having to think about it. “I’ve always belonged to you.”
A throaty chuckle rolled from Brett. “The truth is, I’ve always belonged to you, too. I was just too scared and stupid to follow through with it. Until now.”
Brett eased up on his grip but leaned in and bit him, hard, on the left ass cheek. Kodie fought back a whimper and fisted the covers, but he didn’t move, didn’t safeword.
Not for this.
Never.
After sucking and licking that bite mark, Brett moved to Kodie’s right ass cheek and repeated the treatment, back and forth, leaving mark after mark along his ass and upper thighs, interspersed with him digging in his thumbs. Each jolt of pain sent delicious shards of pleasure straight to his cock.
Yes, this. This had been missing from every relationship he’d tried to have. The unapologetic taking of whatever Brett wanted from him, giving him pain in return and all wrapped up in a deliciously sadistic package.
This.
Him.
Finally, Brett sat up again and started spanking him. Open-handed impacts, at first. Kodie didn’t bother holding back his moans as Brett transitioned into pummeling, up and down the backs of his legs, up his back, across his shoulders and down his upper arms, driving Kodie deeper into subspace than he’d been in…
Well, since the last time he and Brett had played, over a decade ago.
Fuck, how he’d missed it.
“Going to put in an order first thing tomorrow morning,” Brett whispered in Kodie’s right ear. “Have them ship it next-day air. Need some paddles, and cuffs, and canes, and all sorts of things to properly take care of my boy.”
“There’s a feed store on the way to my shop, Sir,” Kodie breathlessly volunteered. “They sell tack. I’m sure they carry riding crops.”
Brett nibbled on the shell of his ear. “Ooooh, baby. Then we’ll definitely be stopping by there first thing in the morning.”
When Brett sat up that time, he slowly raked his nails down Kodie’s back before starting in again with the spanking and impact play. After one brief pause, where it felt like Brett climbed out of bed, he quickly returned and Kodie heard the snap of a belt.
“I can use this tonight on you, though.” That was the only warning Kodie got before the belt bit into his flesh, leaving a gorgeously agonizing stripe of fiery pain behind.
“Yes!” Kodie gasped.
“Hands and knees, boy,” Brett ordered. “Legs together.”
Kodie complied, and Brett used the belt on his ass and the backs of his thighs. Slowly, methodically, working his way up and down and not leaving an inch of real estate untouched, from the feel of it.
By the time Brett dropped the belt onto the bed and knelt behind Kodie, Kodie thought his cock would explode if he didn’t get relief soon.
There’s my libido. Welcome back.
Brett nudged his legs apart and pressed his body along Kodie’s, wrapping his arms around him and holding him. Brett’s flesh felt deliciously cool against his flaming ass and thighs.
Fingers closed on Kodie’s nipples and squeezed, making him whimper. “Tell me what you want, boy.”
“I need Sir’s cock. Please!” He lowered his head and shoulders to the bed and ground his ass against Brett. He felt Brett’s stiff cock rubbing against him, and it was good to know he still had the same effect on his Sir that his Sir had on him.
“Condoms and lube?”
Kodie pointed to the left nightstand with his hand. He felt Brett lean and heard the drawer open. A moment later, Brett had him lubed and was sliding his condom-clad cock into Kodie’s ass.
Rolling his back, he tried to thrust against Brett, but he grabbed Kodie’s hips and held him still with his pubes against Kodie’s ass.
“No.” Brett’s voice sounded tight, strained. “Just stay still for a moment, boy.”
Kodie tried to play, to flex his ass around Brett’s cock, and received a hard slap against his left hip for it, making him chuckle.
“No,” Brett gasped. “Don’t do that, dammit! I don’t want to blow yet. You want your fucking, you’ll give me a minute.”
Kodie couldn’t help it. He lifted his head and looked over his left shoulder at Brett. In the light from the hallway, his face was cast in shadows, the beard and mustache even sexier in this light.
Everything about this felt…perfect.
Like putting on your favorite shoes after having lost them under the bed for months.
“I love you, Brett.”
Brett froze, then his grip on Kodie’s hips eased and he stroked his back. “I love you, too, Kode. I always have, and I always will.” He grinned, the evil, sadistic grin that made Kodie’s cock jerk and twitch. “Underwear rules are back in effect, by the way. Don’t you fucking dare let me catch you wearing them without permission.”
“Jesusfuck!” Kodie gasped. He reached under himself and grabbed his cock, squeezing around the base, trying to hold back.
Brett’s tone dropped into darkly dangerous territory. “That rule is back in effect, too. You come without permission, you’ll wish you hadn’t.”
Kodie whined, now biting down on his lower lip to remain in control. “Yes, Sir!”
Brett’s hand closed around Kodie’s on his cock and squeezed, harder, almost to the point of pain. “Soooo many things I plan on ordering to use on my boy. So many devious butt plugs and cock rings and allll sorts of toys. Just think, you’ll be on TV working on a bike, no underwear, and with a fat plug stuffed up that gorgeous ass, and a thick cock ring making your package stand out. No one but me will know.”
Kodie whimpered again. “Please, Sir.”
“Please, what, boy? Please stuff your ass and torture you like that?”
“Yes, Sir!” God, that thought was evilly hot. Especially when he thought about maybe Brett’s father watching. Being able to sneakily rub it in the man’s face without him even knowing.
Brett’s hand released Kodie’s and returned to his hip. “Don’t you come until I tell you to, boy,” he ordered and started fucking Kodie.
Not just fucking him, but plowing him hard, flesh slapping against flesh and Brett’s fingers digging into Kodie’s hips.
If he was lucky, he’d have the imprints of his Sir’s hands there in the morning.
He hoped.
He tugged on his cock and breathed, wanting to obey, knowing exactly what Brett wanted. He loved making Kodie come just before he blew, so he could feel Kodie squeezing his cock as he shot his own load.
Back then, they’d reached a point of perfection, achieving it nearly every time.
And Kodie loved it, too, because it was a personal point of pride for him to make his Sir happy.
“I missed you so fucking much,” Brett gasped. “Now, boy.”
Kodie furiously pounded at his cock, his own climax erupting nearly immediately as Brett’s cock drilled his ass. His hand filled with hot cum as his balls pumped it out of him, achingly sweet and pleasurable, like he hadn’t really come in…years. When Brett eventually fell still buried deep inside him, only the sound of them catching their breath filled the room for a moment.
And then he heard Brett sniffle.
Like a flash, Kodie sat up and turned, wrapping his arms around Brett, holding him, not caring about the mess or anything else. Brett desperately clung to Kodie as they knelt there for several long minutes.
“I don’t know how I’ll do this,” Brett whispered, “but I swear, I’m never walking away from you again. I understand that you have no reason to trust me, but I promise.”
Kodie’s grip on him tightened even more. “I do trust you, Sir,” he said. “I do.”
After a quick shower, they ate their sandwiches and returned to Kodie’s bed. Brett fell asleep almost immediately, but Kodie laid there and watched him for several minutes and prayed he hadn’t made a mistake letting him back into his heart.
 
* * * *
 
On the way into work the next morning, yes, they did stop by the tack shop. Brett’s evil smirk as he picked three different riding crops and carried them to the counter to purchase them made Kodie’s cock harden in his shorts.
Which was easy for it to do, considering he was free-balling it.
After work, Kodie took Brett into Brooksville to go shopping, so he’d have clothes for the week, but neither of them talked about him leaving.
They talked about everything else but that.
They also went grocery shopping, and when Brett refused to let Kodie pay, and pulled him in for a sweet kiss right there in the checkout line, Kodie desperately hoped this would last.
That they would last.
Tuesday night, they got to use the new implements and other toys that were awaiting them in a discrete and unmarked box they found sitting on Kodie’s front porch. Brett had apparently put the order in early Monday morning via his phone while watching the film crew set up for their shots.
Over the next several days, Kodie found himself no longer trying to mentally put the brakes on this. If Brett turned around and hurt him again, Kodie knew he’d have no one but himself to blame.
Except…this felt real.
Different than before.
This felt permanent. No shadowy, background fragility or hesitance in anything Brett did this time around. Brett was careful not to engage in too many PDAs around the film crew—who turned out to be the same crew that filmed the Otherworlds show, which Kodie still wanted to fanboy over—but when alone, or even when with Kodie’s employees, Brett didn’t hesitate to hold Kodie’s hand, or drape an arm around him, or even brush a kiss across his lips.
Unthinkable before, between them. Never in public, that was for damn sure.
Finally, Brett made his flight reservation for the next Monday morning, and they planned to spend Sunday night at the hotel at Tampa International, so they wouldn’t have to get up so damn early in the morning and could spend some extra time together.
They even brought the new toys with them, which Kodie would take back home with him. After a long, sexy scene, Brett slipped out of Sir mode and the two of them made love.
Brett cupped Kodie’s face in his hands and stared into his eyes. “Thank you for giving me a second chance, baby.”
Kodie slanted his lips over Brett’s. “Yeah, well, don’t shave this off, asshole.” He smirked. “I really dig this look on you.” He brushed his thumb over Brett’s goatee, his mustache.
Brett smiled and leaned in for another kiss. “Whatever my boy wants, my boy gets.”
“I want you.”
Brett’s smile faded. “I’m yours. As long as you don’t mind me probably being an emotional mess for a little while when I tell Dad.”
“I don’t care. Just don’t chicken out on me.”
“Never.”
Early that Monday morning, after a long, tearful hug in the main terminal, Brett looked up at him. “I’ll be back Friday night,” he said. “And then fly back up there Monday morning. We’ll do this until I’m down here for the filming. Okay?”
“After that?” Kodie had to ask it.
Needed to hear him say it.
“We’ll figure it out. Weekends, at the very least. More sooner, if a new job pans out for me. I’m not going to leave you having to support me.”
“You don’t understand—I would love to support you. I can support both of us, if I need to. I meant it back then, and I still mean it now.”
Brett smiled and brushed his thumb over Kodie’s lips. “I know you can, and do. I don’t want you to have to support us. But I promise, if I haven’t found a new job within six months, I’ll quit and move regardless. No longer than that.”
“Six months?”
“From today,” Brett clarified. “And you’ll get me every weekend, at the very least. I promise. Unless weather cancels a flight or something.”
Okay, that wasn’t so bad. He kissed Brett again. “Yes, Sir.”
Brett stared up at him. “Be my good boy,” he whispered. “I’ll text you as soon as I’m on the ground, and I’ll call you tonight. Send me a text once you’re back in Brooksville, okay?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Love you, boy.”
“Love you, too, Sir.”
One last kiss, and he was left watching Brett walk up to the TSA official checking boarding passes before allowing people on the monorails to the airside terminals.
He waited until Brett gave him one last wave before stepping into the monorail, and then watched as the monorail whisked him away.
He sighed.
Please don’t let me down, Sir.
 
* * * *
 
Brett had just made it through security and was settling in at the gate to await his flight when Ryan Ausar texted him.
 
I have to be in the DC area tomorrow. Would love to meet with you and Darren for dinner.
 
Wow, the guy was up early. He texted him back.
 
I’m fine with that. You’ll have to coordinate with Dad, though. I’m at TIA, waiting on my flight right now.
 
Ryan responded with a thumbs-up emoji.
By the time he landed at Dulles and turned his phone back on, he had another reply from Ausar.
 
Talked to Darren, and we’re on for dinner with him and Pete and Jaylynn tomorrow night. Looking forward to it.
 
Brett groaned as he read the message.
Well, at least one of us is looking forward to it, he thought.
 
Chapter Ten
 
Monday afternoon, Brett had been home at his condo for less than an hour when his doorbell rang.
Fuck.
He walked over and peeked through the viewfinder, irritated to see Jaylynn standing there.
Even knowing whatever this was wouldn’t go well, he wanted to get it over with. He opened the door and stood there, blocking her entry. “What?”
She grimly smiled. “Oh, you’ll want to do this inside, not out here. Trust me.”
He finally stepped aside, but he remained by the door after closing it. “What do you want, Jay? I told you, we’re over.”
She walked over to the couch before she turned to face him. “No no no, you don’t get to take that tone with me, honey. I wasted two fucking years of my life on you, and I find you fucking around on me, with a guy?”
“Technically, we were done fucking around when you showed up. And I never asked you to come to Miami. Plus, I’d already broken up with you. I made that pretty clear on Friday, before I left. So we weren’t a ‘thing.’ No cheating involved.”
“How many other guys were there before him, huh?”
“None. He’s the only guy I’ve ever been with, and I’ve known him since we were kids. You wouldn’t understand.”
“Well, I understand something.” Her smile turned positively reptilian as well as turned his stomach. “Your father, and mine, are from an older generation, and it’s no secret to either of us that both of them are bigoted as fuck. They don’t care if they have someone gay working for them, but they damn sure don’t want a child who’s gay. You have a good life, making a lot of money. So you’re going to marry me, and I won’t say anything to either of them about what I saw.”
He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the door. “You realize that’s extortion, right?”
“I don’t give a shit what it’s called, asshole. I will not be humiliated like this. So either you do this, or I’m going to ruin your life.”
“Well, if you thought I wasn’t giving you sex before, you damn sure wouldn’t be getting it even if I did agree to your scam, which I’m not.”
“I think you will.” Her smile widened. “Daddy’s retiring next year. Your father doesn’t even know that yet. That means I’m going to be the COO of the company. That’s a lot of fucking money to walk away from, Brett. We can leverage your father out the door. We’ll have a quiet prenup that gives us both a lot of money, and then in a few years, we’ll get divorced, citing irreconcilable differences, and we’re both happy.”
The cold calculations she’d put into this shriveled his balls. “Why do you think you’re going to take your father’s place?”
“Because he told me. But to do that, he really wants to see me married to you first. See, he thinks you’re going to make the company rich beyond his wildest imagination.”
Brett slowly shook his head. “You’re a piece of work. You know that?”
“I don’t give a shit what you think about me. It’s easy damn money, and it’s rightfully mine.”
She walked over to him. “But I’m a reasonable woman. I’ll give you until tomorrow night to wrap your head around this and buy me a ring, then you can propose to me in front of everyone at dinner. Network guy will even be there, right? That’s perfect. Short engagement, we can be married in a couple of months. Besides, if you don’t do this, I’ll fuck you over, your guy’s TV show will get axed, and both of you will be suffering.”
He stepped out of the way as she reached for the doorknob. “And make it look good, huh, asshole? I want you on one knee and everything. You owe me.” She opened the door and let herself out, not bothering to close it behind her.
Her departure left him shaking with rage.
He finally pushed the door closed and locked it, somehow resisting the urge to slam it, or to scream.
Instead, he went to the bedroom to grab his cell phone, where he’d plugged it into the charger after he’d returned home and texted Kodie.
He picked it up and called him.
Kodie answered on the second ring, a smile in his voice that almost immediately calmed Brett’s soul. “Hello, Sir. I wasn’t expecting a call for a while yet.”
“Are you alone?”
“No, but I can be. Hold on.”
“You’re not being filmed right now, are you? And you’re not mic’ed, right?”
“No. Not yet.”
“Go out to your truck and talk to me from there.”
“What?”
“I don’t know if they have the cameras set up in your office or not.”
“Um, oookaaay?”
“Please, just do it. Now.”
He heard noises like Kodie was walking through the shop, outside, then the sound of the chime of the truck’s door opening and shutting, followed by the engine starting.
“Hot as balls out here. Let me get the AC on. What’s wrong?”
“Do you love me?”
“What?”
“Kodie, I need to have this conversation with you as equals. Do you love me?”
“Yes, Sir. I mean Brett. Of course I do.”
“If I showed up penniless on your doorstep and asked you to marry me, would you?”
There was a pause. “Brett, what’s going on?”
“Answer the question.”
When Kodie next spoke, his voice sounded quiet, wounded. “Despite how angry I was at you for leaving me, one of the biggest fantasies I had for years was you one day showing up on my doorstep, needing me, and I forgave you and took you in. Then I proved to you how much I still loved you. That I could take care of you, no matter what. That all I ever cared about was you. Now please tell me what’s going on.”
“If the show disappeared, if you had to go back to life as it was before the network contacted you, and I showed up on your doorstep, would you still want me?”
Another pause. “Brett, unless you’ve raped someone, or fucked or harmed an animal, or collect child porn, or something equally heinous like that, there are few things you could do that would make me turn my back on you. Now tell me what’s going on.”
“I love you.” Brett closed his eyes. “Marry me. Please?”
“Yes. But you have to tell me what’s going on.”
He sank onto the bed and, unable to hold it in anymore, he burst into tears. “I’m afraid I’m going to ruin everything for you,” he hoarsely sobbed.
“Shh, Sir, I don’t give a shit about anything other than pounding someone’s head into the pavement when you tell me who’s got you so upset. Now tell me what happened.”
Brett finally did, choking out the story and feeling weak and ashamed that he was selfishly retreating from this fight.
“Oh, no, she didn’t,” Kodie said, anger darkening his tone. “I’ll fucking fly up there myself and go with you to dinner, tell her to fuck herself, and then I’ll drive the moving truck back for you after we pack all your shit. Period.”
Brett wondered if this was what a panic attack felt like, because he could barely catch his breath. “But what if Ausar decides to cancel your show?” He wouldn’t be able to live with himself if Kodie’s show was cancelled because of him.
“So what? I’m not worse off than I was before. You can help Opal with promotions and work in the office and help Avery until you can figure out your next step. Maybe you can become a consultant or something. Telecommute. Fuck, even if you can’t, we’ll figure out something. I paid my own goddamned bills before this. The show was going to be gravy and allow me to expand. And you have no idea if they’ll cancel the show anyway.”
“A-are you sure?”
“All I’m sure of is that this past week was, no shit, the happiest week of my fucking life. Like hell am I letting you walk away from me because some spoiled brat bitch is pissed off.”
Brett closed his eyes, letting the protective anger in Kodie’s voice wash through him, soothe him. “I’ll do this. I don’t want you there and maybe making them mad. If I just quietly resign, maybe they’ll assign someone else to your show, and—”
“Sir, I don’t care. Fuck the show. This is about our lives, and all I want is you. Understand? Hard limit—if you mean it about marrying me, then I’m at dinner tomorrow night. Do I make myself clear, Sir?”
And like that, the laugh burped out of Brett, allowing him to catch his breath. “Hey, now who’s getting toppy?”
“Please, Brett.” Brett hated the desperation in his tone. “I need to be there.”
Another deep breath. “Okay.”
Even on the phone, he heard the sigh of relief from Kodie. “Thank you. And please don’t go doing something stupid like thinking you have to fall on a sword for me. It’ll really piss me off if you do.”
“You won’t hate me if you have to support my ass for a while? I mean, I’ll sell my condo. That’ll give us a cushion. And I have savings. But I’m not rich enough I can retire, or anything like that.”
Now it sounded like Kodie was close to tears. “Is this real or not?”
“What do you mean?”
“Us. Is this real, or not, Brett?”
Brett swallowed. “It’s real.”
“Then I’ll only hate you if you let her win, Sir. If you think you’re going to break my heart again, then don’t fucking get my hopes up like this. Otherwise, if you mean it, and it’s real, I’ll make an airline reservation when I get off here and be there tomorrow night with you.
“Even if your dad doesn’t fire you, I don’t want you up there anymore. I want you here, with me. I’m going to make another demand of my own—if you really love me, and really mean it about marrying me, then it’ll be my finger you’re slipping a ring on at the restaurant tomorrow night, not hers. Even if it means you never find another job and I have to work to support us, and you come to work in the shop helping to run the office, then that’s what we will do. Understand?”
Brett would never rid himself of the memory of the tears in Kodie’s eyes that last night they’d spent together years ago, how soft and desperate he’d sounded when he begged Brett to stay.
When he’d promised Brett he could take care of them if he’d just trust him.
How, in some ways, it’d made Brett feel worse, because his fear had allowed him to basically walk away from the best thing he’d ever had in his life. How he was supposed to be “in charge,” when there was his boy, wanting to take care of him?
“Let me know what flight, and what time,” Brett said, “and I’ll meet you at the airport. Book your flight into Dulles.”
Now Kodie was crying, and not bothering to hide it from him. “I love you so fucking much, you have no idea.”
“I hope you still feel that way when I’m hunting through the want ads for a job.”
Kodie tearfully laughed. “I’ve felt that way for twelve years, asshole. Longer, if you count when we were together. Why would I stop now?”
 
Chapter Eleven
 
The next morning, Brett took a deep breath as he headed up to his father’s office to meet with him and Ryan Ausar. Kodie was already in the air and winging his way toward Washington from Tampa, but Brett had decided to do something stupid.
Well, technically not stupid in the grand scheme of things, but it might speed up his moving timeline a little.
There was no way he’d spend the entire day awaiting his fate.
He was done bouncing around due to the actions of others.
It was time he took command of his own future.
Ausar stood when Brett walked in after knocking, and the man wore a friendly smile as he shook with him.
“There he is, the man of the hour,” Ausar said. “How are we today, Brett?”
“Good, thanks.” He took the other seat in front of his father’s desk, his stomach churning as Ausar also sat.
“I was just telling Darren that I’m liking the numbers we’re seeing already on the promos for Brooksville Bikes. Very impressive. I think we’re going to see some pretty high ratings for the first few episodes.”
“Yeah, well, that’s what I need to talk to both of you about today.” He took a deep breath and stared at his father. “Remember my best friend from Sarasota? Kodie?”
Darren Tillman scowled. “Not really, no.”
“The guy I used to hang with all the time in high school. Shorter than me by a little. Skinny kid. You kept warning me never to loan him money, even though he never asked me for any. You weren’t fond of him because his parents were getting divorced.”
“Oh. I…guess? Son, I’m sorry, I honestly couldn’t tell you. That’s been, what, twenty years?”
Brett stood, walked around his father’s desk, and lifted one of the pictures that sat on the shelves behind him. It showed him, at fifteen, grinning as he held up a stringer of fish. Next to him stood Kodie, also grinning and holding up his own stringer of fish. “Him.”
His father’s scowl darkened. “That kid? What about him?”
Ryan Ausar sat back, his legs crossed at the knees. “I take it he was a dear friend of yours?”
“You could say that.” He carefully set the picture back in its place. He had a copy of it at home, framed, and a copy of it on his phone.
It was one of the few pictures he had from that time where both he and Kodie were smiling and truly looked happy. It’d been a great day, a fun day, and they’d spent it with another friend and that kid’s father, out fishing on the man’s boat.
The future seemed a forever away, and Brett had enjoyed spending the day able to relax with Kodie and be himself without worrying about his father scowling over anything he said or did.
“What does that have to do with anything?” his father asked.
Brett returned to his chair. “His name is Kodie. But he goes by his middle name now—Lincoln. Kodie Lincoln Kirk.”
Ryan’s eyebrows arched. “Ahh.” He knowingly nodded. “I see.”
“He was actually my boyfriend,” Brett continued, “even though I was too scared to let you know that because I knew you’d disown me if you found out I was gay. I broke up with him when you insisted I go to Harvard Business School. Oh, and by the way, I’m marrying him.”
His father’s scowl deepened. “Wait—what?”
But Ryan smiled. “Congratulations, Brett. I hope I’ll receive an invitation?”
His father broke in before Brett could respond. “Are you telling me…you’re gay?”
“Yeah. I’m telling you I’ve always been gay. Which, in retrospect, should also explain to you why things never would have worked out with Jaylynn.”
“I don’t understand. How can you be gay? I was under the impression you and Jaylynn were sleeping together? And didn’t you have other girlfriends before her?”
Ryan snorted. “You don’t get around much, do you, Darren?”
Okay, that was a good one, and Brett offered the man a fist bump, which Ausar returned.
His dad stared at him for an uncomfortably long moment that didn’t seem to ruffle Ryan Ausar’s feathers at all. “This is a really horrible joke, Brett, and we’ll talk about it later—”
“No, we’ll talk about it now, Dad. Because I know you. I’m sure you’re going to fire me, and disown me, and that’s fine. Well, it’s not really fine, but I need to have my say first. Jaylynn’s already told me she’ll out me to her father and you if I don’t marry her. She told me last night that Pete plans on retiring next year and making her COO. Said you didn’t even know about it.”
“What?”
“Yeah. She’s got a plan all worked out in her head that I’m supposed to propose to her tonight at dinner, we’ll do a prenup, get control of the company, then cash out. If I didn’t agree to do it, she was going to out me to you, ruin Kodie, and get his show cancelled. I’ve already told Kodie this, and he told me fuck the show, he wants me. When we finish here, I’m going to go tell Jaylynn to fuck herself, and tell Pete what her plans are. Oh, thanks a lot, by the way, for sending her to Miami. She walked in on me and Kodie.”
“Wait—you were in Miami to—”
“Dad, Lincoln Kirk, the star of Brooksville Bikes, is Kodie.”
Ryan leaned in toward Brett. “He is rather thick, isn’t he?”
“You have nooo idea.”
Brett spotted it the moment his father finished put all the pieces together in his mind. His face reddened and he sat back, his jaw clenched. “You’re right—you’re fired. And—”
“Is he?” Ryan drawled. “Brilliant!” He turned to Brett. “It’s come to my recent attention that I need a promotions coordinator for Kodie’s show. What is your current salary here?”
“Last year I pulled in five-hundred-thousand before bonuses.”
“Excellent. Now, I can’t pay you that solely for working on Brooksville Bikes, you understand, so I would need you to perform similar duties for other shows. But you can telecommute from home in Florida, or even spend time in our Tampa office, if need be, except when you’d need to be on-site from time to time. Would that be acceptable?”
Brett grinned. “Hell, yeah!”
“Wait a minute,” his father said, hauling himself to his feet. “You can’t hire him to work on that show! You’ve contracted with our firm!”
Ryan’s head slowly swiveled toward his father, and for the first time in his life, Brett felt truly afraid of someone.
“Oh, my good man,” Ryan said, his voice low and bearing a steely edge. “You have no conception of who you’re dealing with. By the way, the network will no longer have any use for your firm’s services, effective immediately.”
His father’s face reddened. “You can’t do that! We have contracts!”
“Contracts that each specifically contain clauses that allow us to cancel, without penalty or prior notice, if we are made aware of a list of violations. Such as criminality, or discrimination. Firing your son simply because he’s gay falls under that designation. As the network’s representative, it is well within my realm to cancel those contracts. It also nullifies any non-disclosure clauses relating to why we dismissed your company’s services, so I wouldn’t go using us as a reference any time soon.”
Holy. Shit.
If he wasn’t head-over-heels in love with Kodie, he’d be asking Ryan if he was single and interested.
“B-b-but you can’t do that!” his father protested.
“I can, and have. Let’s see.” Ryan seemed to do some mental calculations. “Conservatively, that’s approximately fifteen million dollars annually which our network will no longer be spending with your firm.”
Brett let out a low whistle. “That’s a chunk of change.”
“I know, right?” Ryan said, smiling. “I believe the network’s money will be more effectively spent hiring the individuals servicing our account and putting them on our payroll. You don’t have no-compete clauses in your employment contracts, do you?”
Brett laughed. “I know I don’t. I doubt any of the people you’d want to come to work for you do, either. Even if they do, it’s probably a mileage radius and proprietary information kind of clause, not specifically relating to this field.”
“Excellent.” Ryan shook hands with Brett. “I’ll have my assistant e-mail you a link to an employment contract, and other information, and get that ball rolling, as it were.”
When his father tried to step out from behind the desk and come after Brett, it seemed like Ryan moved faster than was possible for any human to move. Ryan was suddenly standing in front of his father, one hand on the taller man’s shoulder.
“Now, where did you think you were going, hmm?” Ryan asked.
His father glared down at him. “This is between me and my son.”
“Oh, but you see, it’s not. It’s between you and my new promotions vice-president. Now, I know you’re not about to do something so silly as to take a swing at him, in front of a witness no less, were you? Tsk. Poor form, sir. Poor form indeed.”
His father looked…confused? Brett stood, uncertain if he’d now need to come between the two men. But his father finally stepped back, and that’s when anger once again filled his expression. “Get out!” He jabbed his finger at the door. “Get your shit, and clear out of here. I don’t have a son.”
“Pity,” Ryan said as he slowly shook his head. “I wouldn’t have taken you to be so stubborn. Losing your wife when you did broke you in ways no one can heal, I suppose. Not really my job to fix you, either. Too bad your loss didn’t teach you to value your son all the more, instead of valuing your supposed ‘legacy.’”
Ryan draped an arm around Brett’s shoulders, and a feeling of peace filled him as Ryan turned him toward the door. “Come—I’ll walk with you to your office and help you pack your things. We can talk more in private…”
Apparently, his father quickly talked to Pete, because a shrieking Jaylynn had blasted into his office fifteen minutes after he and Ryan had left his father’s office, while they were in the middle of packing boxes Ryan had actually gone out and somehow sweet-talked a receptionist into helping him scrounge up from somewhere.
Jaylynn had been fired, too, although Brett wasn’t sure if that was due to her machinations, or running her mouth about her father’s retirement plans, or what. She’d been too busy angry-crying and incoherently screaming at him for him to understand exactly what she’d been saying.
That was how, an hour later, Brett found himself sitting in his car, the trunk and backseat filled with boxes, and he was pondering exactly how he’d reached that point. He was also staring at his phone, where he was looking at an e-mail that had dropped into his inbox less than ten minutes earlier.
Detailing his new job, duties, fringe benefits, and pay for gO! Network as one of their promotions vice-presidents, and a link to a digital contract he could sign and submit to them.
Holy. Shit.
Brett had enough time to stop by his condo and unload his stuff before heading out again to meet Kodie’s flight at Dulles, with one stop along the way.
When Kodie stepped into the main terminal, a carryon slung over his shoulder, Brett was waiting. Kodie’s sweet brown gaze met his even across the terminal, and the man’s smile as he walked toward him and watched Brett drop down onto one knee was a sight he knew he’d remember until his dying day.
Brett held up the ring when Kodie walked up to him. It was a plain gold band, and literally the first one he’d laid eyes on when he ran into the jewelry store. He hoped it fit him.
“I did something stupid twelve years ago,” Brett said. “So before I do something else stupid, will you please let me collar you, marry you, and spend the rest of our lives together apologizing and making it up to you?”
He wasn’t expecting the tears that filled Kodie’s eyes. Kodie nodded and dropped the carryon, holding a now shaking left hand out while Brett tried to put the ring on him. Fortunately, it fit on his pinky.
He stood and pulled Kodie in for a long kiss, cheered on by a few people nearby who’d witnessed what’d happened. “I’ll buy you a better one, boy,” he whispered. “I needed something to put on your finger now. Today. To prove to you now what you mean to me.”
Kodie sniffled as he laughed. “What about dinner tonight?”
“Change of plans. Ryan Ausar is coming by my place, and said the three of us can order pizza and talk work.”
“What about your dad and Jaylynn?”
Brett cupped Kodie’s head in his hands. “I told him about you and me this morning. In his office. Right there in front of Ryan Ausar. Ryan helped me pack my office after Dad fired me.”
Kodie’s smile faded. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. You’re looking at the network’s newest promotions VP.”
“What?”
Brett grinned and kissed him again. “Ryan hired me on the spot. It means I’ll be able to afford to buy you a better wedding ring, boy. And, even better, I can telecommute from Florida.”
Kodie’s eyes widened. “Really?”
“Really. But Ryan also told me that I can take the rest of the week off, take a week after that to get me packed and moved, and then get to work promoting the show. I’ll get the condo listed in the next day or two. With the housing market here, it should sell pretty fast.”
“So…I’m really driving the moving truck for you? You mean it?”
Brett grinned. “Unless we rent a car hauler so we can ride together in the truck.”
Kodie pulled him in for another kiss. “Did I mention how much I love you, Sir?”
“I’m glad, because we’ll be working together for the foreseeable future. And living together.” His smile faded. “As long as you want me.”
“Fuckin’ A, I want you, Sir. Like hell are you living anywhere except with me.”
Brett’s smile returned. “That’s my boy.”
 
Chapter Twelve
 
Kodie rarely travelled, especially out of state, and normally would be staring at the scenery.
Today, all he could do was stare at the ring on his left pinky, where his hand rested on Brett’s right thigh as he drove.
With the fingers of Brett’s right hand curled around his.
Brett’s condo was in an upscale complex that made Kodie feel self-conscious until he realized Brett had literally just spent a week with him at his place, and not once had made any complaint about the accommodations.
Except if Kodie wasn’t in bed so they could fuck some more.
Which Kodie had been perfectly okay with doing.
Brett wasted no time and dragged Kodie into his bedroom, where he quickly stripped him and made love to him. Once they were both sated and lying nestled in each other’s arms, Brett sighed.
“I’m afraid to spank you here. The goddamned walls are too freaking thin.”
“That’s okay, Sir.” Kodie nuzzled his face against Brett’s neck and inhaled. “I can wait until we’re home.” He broached the subject. “You know, there’s a BDSM club down in Sarasota. I wouldn’t mind us taking a drive down there sometime and checking it out.”
“Oh, reeeeally?” Brett lifted his head and smiled at Kodie. “Is that a hint?”
“More like a direct request, Sir.”
Brett kissed him again. “I’m probably going to be spoiling you rotten over the next few weeks, then I’ll have to train you all over again,” he teased.
“Oooh, like that’s a hardship, Sir.”
Brett reached down and pinched his ass. “Want me to start banking your punishment strokes to give you all at once?”
“Ooooh, no, Sir, please don’t spank me alllll at once.”
“Brat.” Brett nipped Kodie’s left earlobe. “You’re a horrible actor.”
“Then thank god this is a reality TV show, and I don’t need to act.”
They both burst out laughing.
Brett settled into his arms. “Sure you can put up with me full-time?”
“The question should be are you sure you can put up with me full-time? I’m kind of a workaholic when I’m deep in a build and nearing the delivery deadline.”
“Then we’ll both do just fine, boy. I know we will.”
Kodie thought Brett had dozed off when he spoke, breaking the stillness. “I mean it,” Brett softly said. “I’m marrying you.”
“I know. I trust you.”
His lips feathered over Kodie’s temple. “I don’t deserve your trust, baby.”
“Yes, you do.” He tightened his hold on Brett. “You told your father off for me. You stood up to him. You finally broke his hold on you.”
“I desperately don’t want to fuck this up, Kode,” he whispered. “I don’t want to fuck us up.”
It actually relieved him that his Sir was scared. It meant he was in this for life, and serious about them.
“You won’t fuck us up, Brett. Not as long as you trust me, and you don’t leave me again.”
“I hope you don’t mind being stuck with me for life.”
Kodie took another long, deep breath. He loved having Brett’s familiar scent in his lungs once again.
And all over his body.
“Only if you don’t mind being stuck with me, Sir.”
 
* * * *
 
Four weeks later…
 
That Monday morning, Kodie stood at the head of the conference room table, in front of the whiteboard on the wall at the end of the room. “This is today’s wish list of sh-stuff we’ll get done.”
From the back of the room, where Brett leaned against the wall and remained safely out of view of the rolling cameras, he smiled. After a week of steady filming, his boy was getting a lot better at remembering to mind his language when they were filming. Less work for the editors to do later, meaning lower production costs, and a lot less likely to trigger parents into banning it from their children’s viewing list.
Also meaning less likely to cause them problems later when posting clips on YouTube, Facebook, and other social media sites. It meant they’d be able to post them as suitable for all audiences, instead of getting slapped with a mature-content rating.
Meaning they’d have an easier time posting ads and boosting posts.
Brett had also won the discussion with the network to keep their relationship out of the main storyline. Sure, it sucked that, had he been a girl, they could milk their wedding and honeymoon and any number of circumstances.
Except in today’s political environment, that would be polarizing. Especially among a goodly chunk of their targeted demographic of viewers.
It was better to not talk about their personal life too much, and to let random bits of candid shots filter their way organically into the narrative. Frequent shots of them arriving at work together in the same vehicle, or Kodie dropping a kiss on the top of Brett’s head as he passed through the office to do something else, or working out together at the gym, shots of them out to dinner with friends—little things that weren’t made a big deal about, either.
Brett added that they wanted their show to stand on its merits as something people from any end of the political spectrum could come together and watch without feeling there was any kind of “message” being shoved down their throats. That they would focus on the entertainment. They weren’t a political show—they were a show about building motorcycles. They would more effectively spread a message of tolerance if they were doing it in such a subtle way that most of the far right-wingers wouldn’t even pick up on it. The ones who did and bitched about it would never be their demographic, anyway.
And Brett had lobbied hard for—and won—Kodie and him having creative control of the scripts the narrator read during final production. Meaning they’d control the narrative and the nuances of what happened.
Any manufactured drama would focus on the creative and mechanical process of bringing someone’s dream bike to life, or around the normal daily operations of the shop.
Hell, the renovation process of the other section of the shop building alone would give them several episodes worth of material, easily. Add in color commentary and video featuring customers or other employees, and focusing too heavily on Kodie and him would only provide unwelcomed distractions and controversy that they didn’t want.
Brett’s winning argument, made to Ryan Ausar in person, was that wouldn’t it be far better to focus on the normality of his and Kodie’s relationship? To treat it as a non-issue, the way they’d treat any other employee’s relationship?
Fortunately, the man had agreed with him.
This wasn’t a television show about in-your-face politics or romance. It was about motorcycles, running a shop, the build process, and their staff and customers.
Besides, he’d also successfully argued, Kodie was hot as hell. It would be a better tease to draw in more female viewers if they didn’t emphasize the two of them were gay, and the subtle coding would naturally draw in gay male viewers without alienating any straight male viewers who might not normally want to watch content featuring a gay male couple.
The only point Brett did give in on was allowing their wedding to be filmed to include in the season one DVD set’s special bonus features. Hell, from a marketing aspect, that was freaking platinum. On the show, however, only the briefest mentions would be made of it, with a one-second shot of their kiss at the end of the ceremony, shots of a few stills, and that wouldn’t even be brought up until nearly the end of the first season.
That meant it’d give them plenty of time to pull it from the episode if they thought their ratings would suffer too much as a result.
There were already quite a few fan sites “shipping” Brett and Kodie as a couple, though, and the first episode hadn’t even made it to final production yet. That was just from the promo teasers that had already aired on the gO! Network site.
My boy is haaaawt.
He proudly smiled.
They were already in the process of renovating the other half of the building, including an office for Brett to work out of.
Soundproofed.
Supposedly so he could work and talk on the phone without the distractions of shop noise. However, the added bonus would be no one in the shop being able to hear what went on in his office.
Like lunchtime spankings.
He couldn’t fucking wait.
Already, though, there were silent, subtle things between them. Like Brett now wore the ring he’d given Kodie on his left ring finger after having it sized. During the day, when at work or out riding dirt bikes, Kodie wore a silicon ring, black with a blue stripe in it. It was safer for him to wear, less risk of him getting injured. Any other time, he wore the band Brett had shopped for and found—in the correct size this time—black with grey lines etched in it, classy, sturdy, and totally fitting Kodie’s vibe.
They’d purchased matching wedding bands to wear after the ceremony. And then Kodie would wear the black band on his right hand when it was safe to, his official day collar, in addition to his wedding band—or the silicon one—on his left.
Subtle.
But more than enough for Brett to satisfy him, and Kodie.
That’s all that mattered.
Brett also rarely got mic’ed. If he was in a shot, the sound guy had to catch him with the boom mic. He was too often on the phone with other clients, or the network, stuff they didn’t necessarily want picked up by a mic pack.
Which meant it was easy for him, when they could sneak in time alone during the day, to reach behind Kodie, switch off his mic, and have a little sexy time with him in one of the bathrooms.
Two weekends ago, they drove down to Sarasota, to spend the weekend and visit the BDSM club…
Only to run into a man and a woman who were stars of another reality show on the network, about hoarders and their recovery. They ran a cleaning company in Sarasota.
Brett watched Kodie sit at the table with them, uncomfortable at first, until Essie and Ted were finally able to put his boy’s mind at ease that, yes, their privacy would be honored there at the club.
And, oh, by the way, they had private parties every few months that included even stricter privacy rules, and even more high-profile guests. Interested?
Fuck, yeah, they were.
Even more of both a surprise and a relief—the IP attorney Kodie had hired to help him with the contract at the network, Ross, and his wife, Loren, were also long-time members of the club. They showed up while Brett and Kodie were talking with Essie and Ted.
That night, they’d fallen asleep in their hotel room with Kodie covered in Brett’s marks from shoulders to knees after scening at the club, and both of them completely sated.
Brett had tried calling his father two weeks ago, but didn’t tell Kodie about it.
Didn’t want his boy upset on his behalf.
As soon as his father realized who it was, he hung up on Brett, and wouldn’t answer the phone again, sending his calls to voice mail.
Answered that question.
So it was him, and his boy, and his boy’s friends—who were actually adopted family now. That they’d loved and supported his boy meant he couldn’t help but love them back. And their permanent production crew was also quickly becoming adopted family.
It didn’t escape Brett’s notice that in one short month, his life had not only completely shifted for the better after his worst-case fear came true—his father disowning him—but that he was happier now than he could ever remember being in his life.
And so was his boy.
 
* * * *
 
Kodie felt exhausted that evening when it was time to go home. He handed Brett the keys to his truck. “You drive, Sir. Please?”
Brett frowned. “Are you all right?”
“Just…tired.”
Brett brushed a kiss across his lips as he took the keys from him. “Straight to the shower when we get home, boy. I’ll take care of dinner for us.”
Kodie didn’t even have the strength to argue with him. “Thank you, Sir.”
As Brett drove them home, Kodie laid his head back, resting his eyes just for a moment and startling when Brett touched his shoulder.
“We’re home, buddy.”
He looked up, disoriented, to find that, yes, they were already home.
“Wow, you really are wiped out, aren’t you?” Brett asked.
He nodded.
In the shower, Brett tenderly scrubbed his back for him and held him under the spray. “Are you feeling okay?”
“I didn’t sleep well last night.” He’d actually awakened in the middle of the night horny as hell, but one of their rules was he didn’t masturbate. Especially without permission.
Except Brett had been sound asleep, and he didn’t have the heart to wake him.
So he’d lain there, horny as hell and unable to go back to sleep.
And the last thing he wanted to do was admit that to Brett and have Brett feeling guilty about it. Because if there was one thing that had become blatantly clear early on, it was that Brett took everything personally when it came to Kodie. By that meaning if Kodie so much as had the sniffles, Brett was immediately trying to find something to give him relief, and feeling like it was his fault Kodie wasn’t feeling well, whether that was logical or not.
It was adorably annoying sometimes. There was the sadistic bastard who had no problem beating him, and the Sir who would treat him like fragile china if he even suspected Kodie wasn’t feeling up to his best.
Like now.
After their shower, Brett ordered him to bed while he went and reheated leftovers from the night before. They ate in bed, the TV tuned by Brett to Kodie’s favorite show. Once they finished, even though it was still really early, Brett cuddled with him in bed, whereas normally he’d be going through e-mails or doing other work on his laptop.
“Anything else I can do for you?” Brett asked.
Well…
Kodie felt and found Brett’s hand, and pulled it onto his cock. “Please, Sir?”
Instantly, his cock hardened, and he felt Brett’s harden where it was pressed against his thigh. Except Brett did one better—found the lube and wrapped his hands around both their cocks, jacking them together.
Kodie closed his eyes, his forehead pressed against Brett’s. “Yessss…”
“Is that what my boy needed?” He cupped his other hand around the back of Kodie’s head to hold him in place.
“Yes, Sir.” He rocked his hips in time with Brett’s strokes. When they were kids, sometimes there were times Kodie couldn’t get to sleep. Brett had done this with him during those times, a sure-fire way for both of them to pass out. Sometimes just like that, waking at some point sticky with each other’s cum, and Brett’s hand still around their soft cocks.
“I told you, I’m always going to take care of my boy.” Brett’s tongue lightly traced Kodie’s lips. “Always.”
It was exactly what Kodie needed, and tripped him over the edge. Brett’s hand sped up, furiously jacking them both and catching up, until they were both lying there, catching their breath, his hand still holding their cocks.
A few moments later, Brett’s soft voice broke the stillness, his tone sounding worried. “Are you really happy with me?”
“Absolutely.”
“It’s just…you used to push me. Before. Like you’d deliberately goad me into taking control of you and punishing you. And now, you don’t. Not like you used to.”
He opened his eyes to find Brett staring back at him. “Because I don’t need to now,” he admitted. “I know you’re here and not going anywhere. I was terrified one day you’d tell me we were through, and I wanted to get as much as possible with you. You were the only one in my life I felt really cared about me. I guess I kind of needed to test you, too. To make sure how you felt. Now, I’m certain this is real. I know you’re not going anywhere.”
“Have I passed the test?”
Kodie slanted his lips over Brett’s for a long, sweet kiss. “With flying colors, Sir.”
“Now we just need to plan the wedding and set a date. Avery is getting very irate with me that I haven’t given her a firm date so she can help us plan.”
Kodie managed a tired laugh. “Shit’s getting really real if she’s going after you now. Welcome to the family.”
Brett kissed him again. “What do you think about Brett Alan Kirk?”
Kodie’s eyes popped open again, and now he was wide awake. “What?”
“Me taking your name. Would you be okay with that?”
“I…um, yeah. Seriously?”
“Seriously.”
“For real?”
“For absolute real.” Brett sighed. “My father disowned me. Why would I keep his name if he couldn’t be bothered to keep me?” He smiled. “I’ll make sure my name in the credits is listed that way. That’ll really piss him off, because you know the whole office will be talking about it the next day after the first episode airs.”
He smiled. “You’re an evil man, Mr. Kirk, and I love you even more for it.”
“Good,” Brett softly said. “Because you’re the only person I’ve ever really loved.”
 
THE END
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